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Abstract 

 

“It’s not because I wanted it…I knew I wasn’t ready”: Young 

Mothering Teens in the Borderlands Speak Out about the Pressures of 

Sex, Love and Relationships 

 

 

 

 

Ganiva Reyes, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Gloria González-López 

 

Why are so many girls becoming pregnant in Brownsville, Texas?  I encountered 

this question as a result of my field work. Teachers, school administrators, community 

officials, parents, and even students pose this question as part of a local concern over the 

high birth rate among Brownsville youth. As a response to this concern, I engage with 

this overarching research question by exploring the sex lives and romantic experiences of 

young mothering teens in Brownsville, through in-depth interviews and focus group 

discussions. However, as part of a larger mission of problematizing common 

misconceptions and misunderstanding regarding Mexican-origin youth and their sex 

lives, this thesis offers a Chicana feminist/borderlands analysis of what the young women 

shared concerning their sexual experiences. Through their stories, I situate teen 
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pregnancy as a symptom of a complex web of discourses, practices, social institutions, 

and ideologies regarding sex, thereby elucidating the socio-cultural factors that make 

young Mexicanas vulnerable to unprotected sex, and consequently unintended pregnancy 

in Brownsville, Texas. Throughout this thesis I focus on three social and personal venues 

that stood out as the most influential sources from which my informants learned and 

talked about sex: peers, mothers, and boyfriends. Contrary to the culture of silence 

presumed by the literature, the mothers and peers of the young respondents are quite 

vocal about sex; in fact, there is strong peer pressure for young women to have sex. 

However, they are expected to so within the context of a committed, heterosexual 

relationship in which young women give into male desire. This set of social expectations 

compels young women to have unprotected sex, but also to engage in unwanted sex. In 

the final chapter, I suggest how sex education can be improved and tailored to the 

particular needs of Brownsville youth—that is both women and men.
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Introduction 

A BRIEF STORY…  

“Why are there are so many girls becoming pregnant in Brownsville, Texas?” I 

encountered this question while I was seeking approval to recruit students from high 

schools in Brownsville Independent School District (BISD) for my original project 

investigating the sexual education and experiences of adolescent women of Mexican 

origin in Brownsville, Texas. 

As I spoke to school district-wide administrators, principals, and other faculty and 

staff about my project, I was not surprised by their uncomfortable and defensive reactions 

upon hearing that I would be asking questions regarding the sexual lives of adolescent 

women. I was, however, surprised to find a recurring concern with teen pregnancy as 

both students and adults identified teen pregnancy as a “problem.”  

For instance, one principal in particular misunderstood my research project when 

she told me that she and the school would probably not be of very much help because 

there is no comprehensive sex education offered. After I clarified that I was interested in 

looking into how young Mexicanas1 are educated about sex at home and not at school, 

she sighed and thought it was a good idea because she claimed that there were several 

girls at her school who become pregnant. She went on to tell me that most of the pregnant 

young women go to Lincoln Park School, a school specifically adapted for pregnant and 

mothering teens. As a former student, and a past high school biology teacher in BISD, it 
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struck me that I was not aware that teen pregnancy was a “problem” in the surrounding 

communities. I didn’t even know there was such a thing as Lincoln Park School.    

I had to find out more, so I looked into the archives of The Brownsville Herald, a 

local newspaper. To my surprise, I came across dozens of articles concerning the high 

teenage pregnancy and birth rate not only in Brownsville but in the entire Rio Grande 

Valley (a region made up of many small towns and cities, one of which is Brownsville, in 

the southern-most tip of Texas). Ranging from about 1993 to 2004, I found article after 

article about teen pregnancy rates, local teenage pregnancy prevention programs, Planned 

Parenthood, lack of funding for programs designed to assist mothering teens, and, of 

course, the local debate between abstinence only versus comprehensive sex education at 

schools. I not only found these articles in The Brownsville Herald, but in other 

newspapers from the Rio Grande Valley, such as the Valley Morning Star.  

After receiving little support for my original project, I approached my advisor to 

tell her about my experience in Brownsville, and the ongoing concern with teen 

pregnancy. As I told her my story, my advisor said, “That’s your research project, teen 

pregnancy.” She explained, “It seems that you need to get to the elephant in the room: 

Why are there are so many girls becoming pregnant in Brownsville, Texas?” I realized 

that I had to adapt my research project into an investigation of why there is a high teen 

birth rate in Brownsville. By doing this, I would be able to mediate the contradiction of 

school officials recognizing teen pregnancy as a “problem” within the community, yet 

not wanting to talk about the sexual experiences of young people to address it. I soon 

recruited mothering teens from Lincoln Park School as participants for my study, and I 

began to listen to their sexual stories, experiences, fears, joy, and faint flickers of desire 
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(meaning moments of curiosity and self-recognition as sexual beings entitled to sexual 

pleasures in romantic relationships).  

As a result, this thesis offers a Chicana feminist informed analysis of what the 

young women told me about their sexual experiences. Through their stories, I situate teen 

pregnancy as a symptom of a complex web of discourses, practices, social institutions, 

and ideologies surrounding sex. By doing so, I elucidate the social and cultural factors 

that make young Mexicanas vulnerable to unprotected sex, and consequently to 

unintended pregnancy in Brownsville, Texas. That said, what I mean by culture for the 

purposes of this study is not necessarily Mexican culture per se (considering that 

mothering teens of Mexican origin are the focus of my study), but rather, relations of 

power between what we commonly identify as Mexican, American mainstream, and 

hybrid  borderland “cultures” in a U.S. context. I conceptualize culture similar to Antonio 

Gramsci: 

 “…for Gramsci the primary object of study is never specific ‘cultures’, it is 

always power, more specifically particular constellations of power relations in 

particular times and places.  What he is interested in is not stable, bounded 

cultural wholes, but relationships and how these create fluid and shifting social 

entities…” (Crehan, 2002, p. 66). 

While I adopt this notion of culture in my analysis, my interest is not solely class 

relations of power, as Gramsci was primarily concerned with; I also consider race, 

ethnicity, nationality, gender, and heterosexuality as social categories and power 

dynamics that shape the experiences of Mexican-origin youth in Brownsville in particular 
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ways. Thus, while I am focusing on the experiences of Mexican-origin teen mothers, I 

want to stress that I am in no way blaming teen pregnancy and motherhood among 

Mexican-origin youth on Mexican “culture,” per se. Teen pregnancy and motherhood are 

not exclusive to any one “culture,” but rather permeate all ethnic or racial cultures in the 

United States. Thus, the experiences of the young mothers I worked with overlaps the 

experiences of young women of other ethnicities, but there are also critical ways in which 

they are different and specific to Mexican-origin adolescent women. Therefore, I use a 

culturally-relevant lens in my analysis, yet I also engage with a critical cultural approach 

that takes relationships of power into account between, within, and throughout what we 

typically understand as specific racial, ethnic, or national cultures. 

 Additionally, I do not employ deficit thinking in my analysis. Valencia (1997) 

explains that “deficit thinking is tantamount to the process of ‘blaming the victim’” (p. x). 

It “is a model founded on imputation, not documentation;” a model in which blame is 

shifted—by the more powerful party—from structural defects (i.e. school systems, 

institutionalized racism and sexism) to “the alleged disregard, faults, and carelessness of 

the [historically marginalized] parties, who claim exculpation” (Valencia, 1997, p. x). I 

am not blaming my young participants, their families, or communities for what has been 

indentified as a “national problem” (teen pregnancy and the many socio-economic 

consequences that typically come from it), but rather I seek to understand those structural 

defects—discourses, ideologies, gendered norms, institutions, and policies—that 

encourage young women of Mexican-origin to engage in risky sexual behavior. Blaming 

the already disempowered does not foster possibilities for change and support, but rather 
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further perpetuates and reinforces the very societal structures that are to blame, and 

consequently, should be closely examined and critiqued. 

 In addition, this study follows the work of feminist sociologists who have been 

critical of “traditional” sexuality research with Mexican populations, that is, sexuality 

research based on culture-blaming and deficit thinking paradigms. In her research with 

Mexican immigrant men, Gloria González-López (2004), for example, discovered that 

Mexican immigrant men redefined their views of virginity and premarital sex as they 

educated their Mexican American daughters in Los Angeles. These fathers’ values, with 

regard to sex education, were based on their everyday life struggles while living in 

marginalized sectors of the city. For example, a father would be more concerned about a 

daughter being involved with a young man involved in gang activity or in an abusive 

relationship, rather than her remaining a virgin until marriage for “cultural” reasons. 

González-López discovered that it was the structure (i.e. sexual and non-sexual violence, 

poverty, and institutionalized racism)—promoting inequality in these men’s lives—and 

not “culture” per se, that ultimately shaped these men’s perceptions of the kind of sex 

education they wanted to provide for their daughters. Hence, rather than blaming 

“Mexican culture” or families for “their problems” (i.e. poverty, teen pregnancy, gang 

violence), it is much more fruitful to: (1) take into account culture as fluid and ever-

changing, (2) be attentive to the ways in which research participants’ lived experiences 

do not fit pre-existing theoretical paradigms and assumptions regarding marginalized 

populations, and (3) pay close attention to the structural barriers and forces that foster 

social inequalities and its many consequences (i.e. teen pregnancy). Such research 

initiatives open up possibilities for change. 
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 I will now briefly summarize the structure of this thesis. In response to what I 

learned from my young respondents, I focus on three social and personal venues that 

stood out as the most influential sources from which my informants learned and talked 

about sex: peers, mothers, and boyfriends. In contrast to the culture of sexual silence (as 

discussed later) assumed in the literature concerning communities of Mexican origin, I 

find that the sex permissive discourse is prominent; so much so that peer pressure to have 

sex is very strong. Although it is socially acceptable for young women to have sex out of 

wedlock, the influence of virginity as an ideology remains. Hence, young women are 

compelled to publicly convey an image of chastity—a performance I conceptualize as 

doing virginity. Doing virginity entails taken-for-granted understandings of the ways in 

which young women (and men) behave in heterosexual relationships. In order to 

problematize common sense understanding of heterosexual relationships and sexual 

encounters, I merge the notion of doing virginity and peer pressure to have sex to 

understand the social phenomenon of collective sexual coercion. For instance, by being 

pressured into having sex, as well as feeling compelled to do virginity, young women in 

Brownsville understand that they are expected to have sex only under certain conditions, 

which include giving into male desire with no sexual protection. Hence, young women 

not only feel obliged to have unprotected sex, but they are also having unwanted sex. In 

the final chapter, I not only critique the present sex education curriculum in Brownsville 

schools, but also suggest how sex education can be improved and tailored to the 

particular needs of Brownsville youth. 

In the next two sections I will set the stage for this thesis by providing: (1) the 

methods of my study (2) a conceptual framework of analysis (3) current statistics and 
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general attitudes of teen pregnancy among Latinas, and (4) background information on 

Brownsville and Lincoln Park School. 

METHODS 

My research method consisted of in-depth interviews and focus groups with 11 

mothering teens of Mexican origin—between the ages of 15 and 18—from Lincoln Park 

School in Brownsville, Texas. Six of the 11 participants were interviewed individually 

for an average length of 1 hour and a half. The remaining 5 students participated in two 

focus group discussions, also for an average of 1 hour and a half. My study was approved 

by the Institutional Review Board at UT Austin on May 5, 2009. 

The interviews and focus groups were conducted primarily in English; however, 

Spanish was spoken frequently in varying degrees depending on the research participant. 

Spanish was especially used to articulate dichos or refranes (“sayings” or 

“colloquialisms”), or common expressions frequently used in Brownsville. Overall, a 

mixture of both English and Spanish, otherwise known as Spanglish or Tex-Mex, was 

spoken simultaneously throughout the interviews and focus groups. As a bilingual 

speaker well versed with the unique blend of Spanish and English spoken in the Rio 

Grande Valley, I let the young participants know that they were welcome to speak any 

language with which they felt the most comfortable. 

The individual interviews were conducted before the focus group sessions. The 

interview questions and responses (as well as the focus group discussions) entailed the 

young informants’ sexual experiences, romantic relationships, conceptions and 

misconceptions of sex and sexuality, sex education at home and at school, conversations 
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with their peers and extended family members, and their experiences as teen mothers. 

Each interview session was tape-recorded and immediately transcribed before I 

conducted the subsequent interview. By immediately transcribing each interview before 

the next, I was able to: assess my performance as the interviewer, detect any unexpected 

leads, begin tracing trends or patterns, and notice any overlooked responses or points that 

could be probed in the future interviews. Thus, after each interview the interview guide 

went through numerous modifications and changes. I engaged in this methodological 

exercise in order to explore my findings from a previous interview in more depth. 

Therefore, although I did not ask the exact same questions (linguistically speaking) in 

each interview, all of my interviews explored the same research questions. 

After finishing the interviews, I conducted a highly selective process of coding—

starting with initial coding followed by focus coding (Charmaz, 2006)—to identify 

themes. These themes were utilized to formulate a discussion guide for the focus group 

sessions. The focus group sessions were also tape-recorded and immediately transcribed 

to modify the subsequent focus group discussion questions. 

Before, during, and after each interview and focus groups session, I took field 

notes on my observations. These include the room in which the interview or focus group 

was conducted, clothing the respondents were wearing, as well as comments and 

reactions from the informants at various points during our meetings.  I also paid close 

attention and took note of the body language, movements, expressions, and emotions of 

the young women—as well as my own—while we talked, laughed, and even cried.  

Once all the interviews and focus group sessions were conducted, I went through 

more rounds of selective coding of the interview and focus group transcripts, as well as 
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the field notes. I then began an extensive process of memo writing (Charmaz, 2006) to 

further solidify, modify, or throw out previously unidentified themes of analysis—in 

addition to creating new categories or themes. 

I typed the tape recordings and any field notes verbatim. Confidentiality is of 

utmost importance; therefore, I use pseudonyms in this thesis and future publications in 

order to protect the identity of the respondents. I labeled the tapes without identifying 

data, and they were destroyed once they were transcribed. All fieldwork notes, 

transcripts, and computer files have no real names and other identifiers, and no specific 

information or names were disclosed from the interviews in the focus group questions.   

The topic of my study is a sensitive issue that deals with under-age participants—

so as a researcher, educator and concerned member of the community, it was very critical 

for me to build rapport with the faculty and staff of Lincoln Park School.  Before I 

conducted my fieldwork, I met with the principal to speak in great detail about my 

project. The principal introduced me to key faculty members at Lincoln Park. Although 

this project is not an institutional ethnography, I did take notes of observations and 

thoughts about the school. I also scribbled down reflections after casual conversations 

with various faculty members and administrators. These field notes further supplemented 

what I was learning about the girls in my study. 

 I particularly worked with the school counselor and a staff member in the 

attendance office to recruit participants. The counselor both recommended students to me 

and asked for student volunteers at a school meeting. Once the potential participants were 

identified, I met with them not only to introduce myself and talk to them about my study, 

but also to have a casual conversation and get to know each other in a more informal and 
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friendly manner. I then handed them parental consent letters and forms if they agreed to 

participate in my study. My main concern was to help them feel more comfortable and at 

ease when it came time for their interview or focus group session.    

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND RELEVANCE OF STUDY 

Your mom is gonna tell you that sex is bad cuz you can get an STD, or you could 

get pregnant. But then the other person is gonna say, well sex is not that bad 

because you know it makes you feel good…So then you’re like ok, well who do I 

listen to? And then you end up doing whatever you want to do, regardless of what 

your mom and your dad says, or what the other person says.—Vanessa (17-year-

old) 

As Vanessa suggests in her comment above, young women in Brownsville are 

consistently bombarded with messages about sex from their parents, peers, boyfriends 

and even extended family members, friends, acquaintances, popular culture, the media, 

and adults in school. Yet somehow they must piece all of these competing and 

contradictory messages together as they try to make sense of sex, their sexuality, when to 

have sex, and whether or not to have sex at any given moment. As the young women take 

in all these messages, confusion, frustration, and insecurities set in to develop complex 

sexual experiences wrought with heavy emotions and feelings of fear, shame, 

excitement—but rarely, however, sexual pleasure. Yet, such experiences and messages 

are not exclusive to adolescent women in Brownsville.  Much of the literature shows that 

White, Black, and Latina teens in other local contexts have similar feelings and 

experiences regarding sex (Tolman, 1994; Tolman, 2002; Fine, 1992; Fine & 
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McClelland, 2006; García, 2009; Horowitz, 1983; Dietrich, 1992; Kaplan; 1997). 

However, most literature concerning adolescent sexualities is based on studies done with 

white teenagers. Given that white and Mexican-origin adolescent women share similar 

sexual experiences, studies that rely on white adolescent research participants are useful 

for my thesis project. For instance, the work of Martin (2002) primarily deals with white 

young women (and men), yet her engagement with the concept of narrative work—the 

ways in which research subjects make sense of their experiences through narratives—as 

both theory and a research methodology, is useful in terms of situating and understanding 

the gendered sexual subjectivity of the young participants in my study.   

While Martin’s use of narrative work is helpful for this project, the work of 

various feminist scholars of Mexican descent, like Aída Hurtado, is especially useful 

when taking into account ethnicity, race, and class—in addition to gender—as social 

categories or constructions that situate the sexual subjectivity of my young respondents. 

Hence, because there are particular socio-cultural forces that shape the experiences of 

young women of Mexican origin, it is critical for me to engage with my data through a 

culturally relevant lens. This enables me to further comprehend the lived experiences of 

my research participants regarding sex, romantic relationships, and sexual encounters. 

Thus, in this section I will discuss the work of Aída Hurtado, as well as other Mexican-

origin feminist scholars, to show the particular experiences of young women of Mexican 

origin as they become racialized and marginalized Mexican/Chicana women in the 

United States.  First, however, I will begin with a discussion of Karin Martin’s work. 

According to Martin (2002), teen girls (in this study white middle-class and 

working class girls) use narrative work as a strategy to make sense of confusing and 
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disappointing sexual experiences.  Narrative work is composed of cultural, interpersonal, 

and intrapsychic scripts which provide dominant stories or discourses of what sex is 

supposed to be like. However, narrative work also takes into account the individual girls’ 

own wishes, desires, and fantasies about sex. So when a teenage girl engages in narrative 

work to tell her story, she takes into account dominant scripts about sex in conjunction 

with her actual experience(s), which are often in conflict (Martin, 2002). Thus, narrative 

work becomes a means to reconcile contradictory feelings, experiences, and dominant 

cultural scripts to balance out what happened, how things are “supposed” to happen 

(according to the cultural and interpersonal scripts), and how one wants them to be 

(Martin, 2002).  

The concept of narrative work as a methodological tool is extremely useful in 

capturing the opportunities that contradictions offer as they surface within the stories, 

thoughts, and reflections shared by research participants in studies that employ qualitative 

research methods. Gavey (2005) argues that dominant discourses are “most powerful in 

constituting subjectivity, yet their influence can most easily remain hidden and difficult 

to identify and, therefore, resist” (2005, p. 92). Hence, the contradictions that surface 

through narrative work help elucidate taken-for-granted, normative cultural scripts and 

the dominant discourses that produce them. In fact, the narratives from the girls I worked 

with revealed the particular taken-for-granted discourses that immediately surround them 

at the local level in Brownsville (as I will discuss later).  

Narrative work not only provides insights into why and how young women in 

Brownsville come to have sex and often become pregnant. It also helps in situating teen 

pregnancy within larger taken-for-granted discourses (and the social ideologies, practices, 
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interactions, and institutions created through such discourses) that deter the individual 

sexual subjectivity and agency of young women. In other words, the process of 

recognizing oneself as a sexual being entitled to sexual pleasure and safe sex (i.e. a young 

woman asking her boyfriend to use a condom without fear of being stigmatized as a 

“slut,”) is hindered as girls develop into women. This lack of sexual agency in young 

women of Brownsville not only makes them vulnerable to teen pregnancy, per se, but 

also to sexually transmitted diseases, various degrees of sexual coercion, and sexual 

violence. 

So, while the central question of this research project is “Why are many young 

adolescent women in Brownsville becoming pregnant,” there is a more pertinent and 

deeper question I also aim to understand: Why do young women in Brownsville have sex? 

That is, how did my respondents come to have sex? Martin (2002) poses this same 

question in her study to understand gendered differences in regards to what sexuality 

means to adolescents, and how they come to have sex. According to Martin (2002), it is 

critical that we understand how adolescents construct their sexual agency and subjectivity 

by examining “gender differences in the social and psychological paths” to sex—these 

include “the meaning of dating or ‘going out’ or having a boyfriend or girlfriend, 

expectations and experiences of sex, and the immediate social interaction between two 

teens, the ‘talk’ of it or lack of it that leads to sex” (p. 142).   

Martin argues that on the one hand, first sexual experiences “further solidify 

agency and sexual subjectivity in boys,” yet on the other hand, girls “feel less agentic and 

less sexually subjective after first sexual experiences” (Martin, 2002, p. 142). So is the 

high teen birth rate in Brownsville a consequence or even a symptom of dominant socio-
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cultural “paths” to sex that limit the sexual agency and subjectivity of adolescent women 

in the first place? Martin’s investigation of gendered differences and adolescent agency 

and sexual subjectivity is a useful starting point not only to raise pertinent questions, but 

to also build a conceptual lens that will enable a more in-depth and nuanced 

understanding of why young women in Brownsville are having unprotected sex and 

becoming pregnant. 

Thus, the research methodology that I employed, in terms of modifying the 

interview guide after each interview and focus group session, enabled me to pursue leads 

that exposed taken-for-granted discourses that limit the sexual subjectivity and agency of 

young women in Brownsville. During the interviews, it is difficult to catch traces of 

dominant discourses, so I analyzed the transcripts in order to detect inconsistencies and 

contradictions in their responses. Those moments of contradictions signified the 

respondents’ struggle with dominant discourses and taken-for-granted understandings 

regarding sex or romantic relationships that did not seem to fit their lived experiences.  

The interviews and focus groups demonstrated how the young women were dealing with 

their experiences as they told their stories. This enabled me to identify problematic 

discourses and normative cultural scripts that not only limit young women’s telling of 

their stories, but also their agency. Throughout this thesis, I will talk about several 

specific examples of such discourses, scripts, and practices in the lives of my young 

respondents. 

In order to better understand the specific experiences of my young informants, 

however, I will now move on to discuss the work of various feminist scholars of Mexican 

origin. Chicana feminist scholar, Aída Hurtado (2003), interviewed 101 Chicana women 
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with at least some exposure to higher education, between twenty and thirty years of age. 

The respondents were asked to reflect on experiences that formed their sexual identities 

in respect to family interactions, social practices, and cultural ideologies. Hurtado claims 

that her respondents were “very connected to their parents; they were not isolated 

individuals who made decisions about their lives independent of their families’ 

judgments” (p. 58)—this includes decisions regarding their sexual lives. Hurtado 

highlights that the informants’ parents (particularly mothers, since several of the 

respondents were raised by single mothers) encouraged their daughters to excel in school, 

pursue higher education, and live financially secure and autonomous lives. Many of the 

respondents understood that their mothers especially had high hopes for their success 

because they embodied their mother’s unfulfilled dreams. Hurtado points out that because 

the parents of the respondents were hopeful and desiring of a promising future for their 

daughters, ‘virginity was a big deal’ (p. 54) and a silence about sex was typical. 

 Indeed, much of the literature emphasizes that there is an “overwhelming silence 

about sexuality” (Zavella and Castañeda, 2005, p. 233) among families of Mexican 

origin. For instance, according to one study, “sexuality is often a taboo subject” and 

“parental communication regarding sexuality is often lacking” (Russell & Lee, 2004, p. 

142). Hurtado & Sinha (2005) also write that working-class parents of young Mexicana 

women refuse to do “’one lick of talk’ about sex” thereby creating a “culture of silence” 

(2005, p. 34). However, Hurtado (2003) does mention that while communication was not 

direct, there was plenty of indirect communication through euphemisms like, ‘no te 

enamores’ (don’t fall in love), ‘que te respeten’ (they should respect you), and ‘cuidate’ 

(take care of yourself)—which was the euphemism that was used most often to refer to 
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birth control (Hurtado, 2003, pp. 55, 56). In other words, to take care of yourself means 

to use birth control to avoid an unwanted pregnancy. Hurtado’s respondents understood 

quite well growing up that an unwanted pregnancy would ruin your life.  

For some families, Hurtado identifies a “cult of virginity” which included a taboo 

surrounding the use of tampons. Although there was little discussion about menstruation 

or sex, mothers “cautioned their daughters against using tampons ‘because they would 

lose their virginity’” (p. 61). For many mothers, the value placed on virginity was so high 

that for one respondent, after being seen in her boyfriend’s car, her mother took her to the 

clinic to make sure that her hymen was intact. As a result, Hurtado claims that “the 

downside of carrying their mothers’ expectations on their backs” (2003, p. 58)—the value 

placed on virginity and the fear of pregnancy—was that when the informants finally 

decided to have sex, their decisions were not well planned. Consequently, some did not 

use contraception, placing themselves at risk for pregnancy and STDs. Taking Martin 

(2002) and Fine’s (1992) main arguments into account, the value placed on virginity and 

the fear of pregnancy do little to enhance women’s sexual subjectivity and agency, 

because women’s sexual desire is not recognized. Whether women’s desire is 

acknowledged or not, their sexual desire exists, but if a young woman does not learn 

about safe sex practices or is ashamed of taking the initiative to prepare for safe sex, out 

of fear of pregnancy (paradoxically), then she is at risk of unsafe sex. In other words she 

will not be ready to act out her sexual desire safely. She will just let sex happen to her—

this fear of pregnancy follows “the discourse of female victimization” (Fine, 1992) in 

which young women are not perceived as sexual beings, but rather potential victims, in 

this case, of unsafe sex. 
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The value placed on virginity and the fear of pregnancy also prompted differential 

treatment of young women and men within the families of Hurtado’s respondents. The 

respondents’ brothers had more freedom to go out as they pleased without curfews, 

whereas the Chicana women could not. One respondent confronted her parents regarding 

the matter, and they responded, ‘Well, you guys could get pregnant; you can ruin your 

lives’ (Hurtado, 2003, p. 45). However, Hurtado found that most respondents raised 

under these social practices did not perceive them as “particularly punitive” (2003, p. 42). 

A few understood their parents’ practices as “reflecting cultural differences between their 

families and those of white students in their high schools” (Hurtado, 2003, p. 42). 

Additionally, they did not admire their white peers’ freedom, but rather preferred their 

parents’ concern. The respondents understood that they were not only raised by their 

parents to become women, but they were being raised to become Mexican or Chicana 

women. 

To further illustrate how Hurtado’s informants’ sexual identities were not only 

constructed though gender, but also through culture and ethnicity, I will briefly discuss a 

‘cultural rite of passage’ into womanhood known as a quinceañera (2003; Davalos, 

1996). A quinceañera, often compared to “debutante” parties, is a celebration that takes 

place when a young woman turns fifteen; however, they have particular religious and 

cultural meanings. For instance, the celebration includes a Catholic mass and padrinos2. 

The young woman usually wears a long formal dress, dances the waltz, and celebrates 

with a dinner party where she is introduced as a young woman. Hurtado notes that most 

of her respondents did not have a quinceañera, but rather received a big gift like a car, a 

trip, or received money that they used to take SAT prep courses. Hurtado also notes that 
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for most of the women who did have a quinceañera, the respondents did not see it so 

much as an affirmation of their womanhood, but rather as ‘cultural affirmation.’ 

Similarly, Davalos (1996) emphasizes that “mothers and daughters spoke most often 

about the quinceañera as ‘something that has to be done because of who we are’ and as a 

way of ‘holding on to your roots’” (p. 104). Davalos goes onto explain that she interprets 

these expressions “as an imperative to practice one’s ethnic culture in an event that makes 

a girl into a woman, but more importantly makes her into a Mexican woman” (p. 104). 

However, this process does not happen overnight, but rather is a process of negotiation in 

which the young women experience themselves as women, Catholics, Mexicans, and 

adults. Davalos further points out that the young women and their families, namely their 

mothers, view the quinceañera as resistance against assimilating and racist forces in 

mainstream U.S. society, which seek to erase or hide their ethnic identity, by celebrating 

it. Davalos shows that the sexual identity of the young women is closely entwined with 

gender, ethnicity, and culture.   

Young Mexican women’s sexual subjectivity is also situated through ethnicity 

and culture in regards to when it is acceptable to lose one’s virginity. According to 

Lorena García (2009), Latina youth (mostly of Mexican and Puerto Rican origin) in 

Chicago often make it a point to state that they are not like white young women in regard 

to sexual behavior. Thanks to shows like Jerry Springer and Girls Gone Wild, and the 

lack of exposure to white young women in their segregated school, García’s (2009) 

research participants imagine white young women as wild and promiscuous. Hence, 

when the mothers of the respondents tell their daughters that their sexual behavior 

resembles white young women’s behavior, the respondents usually snap back and 
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differentiate their sexual behavior from that of white girls. García (2009) further claims 

that her respondents “did not desire to identify and be identified with the ‘other,’ in this 

case, white young woman” (p. 608). Thus, the respondents stigmatize “other” (white) 

women via race to define their Latina (Mexican or Puerto Rican) womanhood and 

sexuality. 

According to their ethnographic study of high school and college undergraduate 

women of Mexican origin from north central California, Zavella and Castañeda found 

that “virginity is something of a ‘passport’ for a socially sanctioned marriage” (2005, p. 

234). The high school students, in particular, were found to be under much pressure to 

preserve their virginity until they are married, so virginity is a form of social capital 

necessary for marriage. Because of the social importance and value assigned to virginity, 

Zavella and Castañeda contend that the young women are “hyper vigilant” about 

safeguarding their reputations as “mujeres decentes” (good women). In turn, they fear the 

stigma of being labeled as ‘easy woman’ (p. 235).  

Hence, the “culture of sexual silence” perpetuates the need for young women to 

demonstrate their ‘purity’ by projecting an image that indicates a “lack of sexual 

knowledge and experience” (p. 235). Within this particular context of sexual silence, 

Zavella and Castañeda emphasize that these constructions of virginity inhibit women 

from feeling comfortable with both obtaining information about and practicing safe sex. 

Thus, in regards to Mexican constructions of virginity, Zavella and Castañeda suggest 

that a sort of ‘cultural freezing’ takes place where the “emphasis on virginity, modesty, 

discretion, and honoring their families through their accomplishments, and remaining 

childless until marriage” is reified and reproduced (2005, p. 241).  
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Cultural freezing essentially becomes a means to preserve prior norms from 

Mexican communities, so virginity is linked with being a Mexican woman within 

Mexican-origin communities. Hence, Zavella and Castañeda identify young women’s 

preferred adherence to virginity as a performance of Mexicanidad; they see virginity as a 

cultural marker of Mexican women’s identity. However, this may become theoretically 

problematic because such identity formulations and constructions of Mexican female 

sexualities are complicit with essentialized notions of a universal Mexican sexuality. For 

instance, Davalos (1996) points out that while her respondents resist assimilation by 

celebrating their cultural roots with a quinceañera, they are doing so in what can be 

imagined as a tradition grounded in patriarchy. In addition, this may perpetuate the 

reproduction of patriarchy and racism amongst communities of Mexican origin in the 

United States through young Mexican women’s stigmatization of each other and other 

non-Latina women. Thus, Davalos writes: 

 [A]s Gloria Anzaldúa points out, mexicanas move through the uncomfortable 

territory, "this place of contradictions" between their Mexico and their United 

States, between patriarchy and equality in order to make sense of their lives. It is a 

territory that permits two or more cultures, multiple meanings, and complicated 

constructions of a mexicana. It is a site of negotiation in which people and 

cultural practices are not coherent, whole, or distinct. (p. 123) 

Therefore, culture is fluid, chaotic, slippery, and contradictory, and so to claim 

virginity as a performance of Mexicanidad runs the risk of becoming “shorthand to 

explain gender inequality from a culture-blaming perspective” (González-López & Vidal-
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Ortiz, 2008, p. 312). It is critical to be aware of culture-blaming perspectives because 

they present “the issue of teenage pregnancy as a problem anchored on personal deficit 

and responsibility at the individual or family level” (Méndez-Negrete, Saldaña, & Vega, 

2006, p. 96), essentially blaming young Mexicanas, and their families and communities. 

Debilitating constructions of virginity are nonetheless a serious problem in all 

U.S. societies, in which the sexual subjectivity and the agency of young women is largely 

confined to a sexual terrain loaded with danger and risks, such as unintended pregnancy, 

STDs, and sexual violence (Gavey, 2005; Martin, 2002; Leahy, 1994; Tolman 1994, 

2002, 2003; Fine, 1992, 2006). Yet, given that patriarchy is prevalent in most cultures, it 

is useful to engage in a more complicated and nuanced conception (which steps away 

from a cultural lens) to understand how virginity is constructed among Mexican societies 

and individuals in Mexico and the United States. 

González-López (2003) contends that many Mexican women and their 

communities treat virginity as a commodity—or capital femenino—which “possesses a 

social exchange value” in a patriarchal society for “financial stability and happiness via 

marriage” (p. 222). Virginity is also constructed in accordance with an ethic of ‘respeto a 

la familia,’ or family respect (González-López, 2003). Women fear premarital sex will 

lead to pregnancy, thereby damaging family honor. As mothers safeguard their 

daughters’ virginity, their daughters prefer to abstain from sex in order to prevent 

negative consequences like pregnancy and feelings of family betrayal, guilt, and shame. 

However, González-López (2003) also points out that the social value of virginity may 

increase or decrease depending on the social context or regional patriarchy of a particular 

Mexican society.  
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In a large metropolitan urban setting, or urban patriarchy, for instance, 

opportunities for employment and access to higher education diminish the value of 

virginity because there are more options other than marriage for survival. Additionally, 

urbanized patriarchies tend to provide increased access to sex education, exposure to a 

diversity of political viewpoints and women’s rights movements to promote egalitarian 

understandings of gender and sexuality—thus also diminishing the value of virginity as a 

commodity.  Rural areas, on the other hand, have limited opportunities for paid 

employment and higher education for women, so the value of virginity increases as 

women become more dependent on marriage.  

In addition to regional patriarchies, generation and immigration experiences are 

major social and transnational processes that reshape constructions of virginity through 

what González-López (2003) describes as the “gendered sexuality luggage.” Mexican 

immigrant mothers and fathers unpack their gendered sexuality luggage in U.S. 

communities as they educate their daughters about sex in new surroundings. Oftentimes, 

Mexican immigrant parents perceive that their primary obligation and duty to their 

daughters is to protect them from the high volume of drugs, gangs, sexually transmitted 

diseases, gender violence, and teenage pregnancies in immigrant barrios—virginity 

becomes secondary in this “culture of sexual fear” (González-López, 2004). Thus, as a 

result of immigration experiences and new surroundings, virginity “may [also] depreciate 

as a form of social capital” as education “and employment opportunities emerge as new 

goods” in a new U.S. context (González-López, 2003, p. 233).  

Consequently, across generations, the ethic of ‘respeto a la familia’ is gradually 

replaced with an ethic of ‘protección personal,’ so parents—particularly mothers—tend 
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to promote sexual moderation for their daughters. González-López (2003, 2004) suggests 

that sexuality and learning about sexuality is a dynamic and ever-changing process 

informed by a conglomerate of various social components—including but not limited to 

regional patriarchal conceptions of virginity, and the reconfiguring of prior constructions 

of virginity to fit a new socio-cultural and economic reality in the United States. Hence, 

the ways in which virginity has been constructed among communities of Mexicans origin 

from both a cultural and socio-economic perspective are much more complex and 

nuanced than typically believed.  

The Local and National Context: Background and Statistics  

According to Kearney et al., President Porfirio Diaz once remarked, “Poor 

Mexico, so far from God and so close to the United States!” One might alter the saying 

for the Brownsville-Matamoros region to read, “Poor border area, so far from both 

Mexico and the United States!” (Kearney, et al., 1989, p. 1). The “twin cities” of 

Brownsville and Matamoros have become societies cut off from “their respective 

heartlands by large stretches of arid landscape on both north and south” (Kearney, et al., 

1989, p.1) of the Rio Grande River. The familiar code switching between Spanish and 

English is a “linguistic manifestation of the cultural interconnection between the twin 

cities” (Kearney, et al., 1989, p. 1) as they straddle the U.S/Mexico border side by side. 

To illustrate the complexity and fluidity of the South Texas Border, Anzaldúa (2007) 

writes: 
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1,950 mile-long open wound dividing a pueblo, a culture, running down the 

length of my body, staking fence rods in my flesh, splits me[,] splits me[,]  me 

raja[,]  me raja[.] This is my home[,] this thin edge of barbwire. (pp. 24, 25)  

Mier, et al. (2004) contend that the Lower Rio Grande Valley (a particular region at the 

southernmost tip of Texas, where Brownsville is located) is “one of the most dynamic 

cultural areas in the United States” (p. 16), as cultural exchange with Mexico occurs at all 

levels of society both formally and informally.  

Part of its dynamism comes from the high rate of border crossing by shoppers, 

tourists, workers, and students. There is also a continual flow of people in the region as 

seasonal visitors and workers spend their summers in northern United States and their 

winters in the valley. Gloria Anzaldúa calls the borderlands an open wound “where the 

Third World grates the first and it bleeds…the lifeblood of two worlds merging to form a 

third country—a border culture” (2007, p. 25). This region is also socially fluid and 

multi-faceted, as many families have members on both sides of the border. In fact, before 

the Rio Grande ever became an international border, it was a natural resource that 

supplied farms and ranches that ran on both sides of the river. Mier et al. (2004) point out 

a common saying among the locals, “We did not cross over the border, the border crossed 

us” (p.16). Hence, the Lower Rio Grande Valley is distinguished for its “one-of-a kind 

amalgam of the culture and commerce of Texas and Mexico” (Mier et al., 2004, p.16). 

Brownsville has a population of 172,437 of which 91.3 % are of Hispanic or 

Latino origin (U.S. Census Bureau 2009),3 compared with 32.0% in Texas and 12.5% in 

the United States (Mier et al. 2004). Most people in Brownsville and the Lower Rio 

Grande Valley as a whole are of Mexican descent, and Spanish is spoken in 86.6% of all 
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homes (U.S. Census 2000).4

In 1999, the percentage of individuals under the poverty level in Brownsville was 

36.0%, compared to Texas at 15.4 percent.

 Unfortunately, Brownsville resides in the region that is home 

to “the poorest of the poor in the United States” (Mier et al., 2004)—unemployment rates 

are among the worse in the nation, many engage in physically demanding season work as 

migrant farm workers, high numbers of individuals and families are under the poverty 

level, educational attainment is low, and high school dropout rates tend to be higher for 

students of Mexican origin than white students. Brownsville faces many strenuous 

challenges as the population is projected to grow at a rapid pace (Texas State Data 

Center, 2009), yet unemployment remains high and educational attainment continues to 

lag.  

5 In 2008, the poverty level in the United 

stated was 13.2 percent.6 Also in Brownsville, 39% of families with children under the 

age of 18, and 43.9 % of families with children under the age of five, were under the 

poverty level in 1999 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).7

The number of students currently enrolled in BISD schools during the 2008-2009 

school year was 48,617.

  In 2008, the Brownsville-Harlingen 

metropolitan area was ranked second to last in the nation in per capita income—$20,798 

compared to $39,582 in the United States (Lenze, 2009).   

8 Ninety-eight percent of the students enrolled are of Hispanic 

origin, 95% are classified as economically disadvantaged, and 67% are considered at-

risk. Additionally, 36% are labeled as Limited English Proficient (primary language is 

Spanish), and 3% are currently migrant students.9 BISD is currently composed of six high 

schools (one of which is expected to open during the 2010-2011 year), 10 middle schools, 
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36 elementary schools, and 3 alternative schools—Lincoln Park School is one of BISD’s 

alternative schools.

Lincoln Park School has gone through two names (Brownsville Gateway School 

and the Brownsville Opportunity School) and multiple transformations in terms of the 

programs it housed throughout its lifetime, as well as the population of students it has 

served. For this reason, it is unclear exactly what years the school underwent its 

transformations, particularly because the changes were gradual. New buildings were 

added throughout the years, and programs were added and removed at various times.  As 

a consequence, school enrollment numbers have constantly changed as new groups of 

students have been served. 

10 

On the BISD website, the opening year for Lincoln Park School is listed as 

1981.11 However, the student handbook of Lincoln Park School claims that in 1970 the 

school was known as the Brownsville Opportunity School. The first populations of 

students it served were special needs students—meaning students with physical and 

mental disabilities. However, throughout the 1980’s, officials from the Texas Education 

Agency (TEA) visited the campus and urged the district to integrate the special needs 

students of Lincoln Park School into mainstream populations of students—those without 

physical and mental disabilities. As a result, Lincoln Park School first tried to bring in 

pre-kindergarten and kindergarten students to the school as a strategy of inclusion for the 

special needs students.12

To prevent the school from closing, a Teen Parent Program was introduced during 

the 1990-1991 academic year, in addition to the already established special needs 

educational program.  At this point, pre-kindergarten, kindergarten, special needs 

 However, this did not meet the demands of TEA.  
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students, and pregnant/mothering teen were all in the same school. However, students 

with special needs were gradually integrated into mainstream schools, while pre-

kindergarten and kindergarten students are now attending their respective schools.13

Currently, the school serves pregnant and mothering teens. Student enrollment at 

Lincoln Park is like a “rollercoaster” ride—students constantly enroll and withdraw 

throughout the year as they sometimes decide to go back to their home school after 

childbirth. According to Vici McClure—the school nurse of Lincoln Park School—

between “225 and 250 girls transition through” Lincoln Park School each year, which 

represents “about half of the reported pregnancies in the district” (Tillman, 2008).  While 

the school accepts middle school and high school students, only high school students 

have the option of returning to Lincoln Park after childbirth, whereas middle school girls 

are required to return to their home schools. 

  

The Lincoln Park student handbook emphasizes that pregnant and mothering 

teens can attend the campus voluntarily as an alternative to their “home school” (regular 

public school). Hence, it is identified as the “School of Choice,” and it prides itself on 

operating in a “family like” atmosphere. The school currently has many classrooms, 

which include “a print shop, ceramics lab, art room, and cabinet making labs.”

Middle school students are served in a transitional program during their 

pregnancy in which they use the same textbook curriculum of their home school. 

However, the instruction is delivered in a “self-paced manner.”

14 

15 Middle school students 

are due to return to their home schools “upon completion of their six week 

convalescence.”16 
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High school students also undergo a self-paced curriculum through the STARS17

Apart from the academic resources, and in order to prepare students “for their 

maternal roles and responsibilities,”

 

and Plato programs. STARS, composed of API modules (American Preparatory 

Institute), and Plato, a computer-based program, offer all required coursework for 

graduation (Lincoln Park Alternative High School Student Handbook). Teachers facilitate 

the instruction and monitor student progress by assisting student with questions about the 

material. Although Lincoln Park School is not taken into account under the Texas 

Education Agency’s accountability standards, all high school student are required to take 

the TAKS (Texas Academic Knowledge and Skills) assessment as mandated by the state, 

so TAKS tutorials are offered as a resource. 

18 

As a result of its historical trajectory, Lincoln Park School has become an 

“experimental answer” to the high dropout rate among teen mothers as it is said to 

provide pregnant girls with “flexible schedules and alternatives” (Tillman, 2008) to make 

up credits and graduate. While anywhere between 225 to 250 girls transition through 

Lincoln Park School, “there are likely many more pregnant teens who simply drop out 

without disclosing this to school administrators” (Tillman, 2008). For instance, in 2006, 

the Brownsville Community Center “noted 70 diagnosed teenage pregnancies,” but in 

Lincoln Park offers high school students a 

Parenting and Prenatal Class, with middle school students also receiving similar 

instruction. Career and Technology, as well as career programs in work-based learning 

programs, are also offered. During doctor ordered bed rest before and after pregnancy, 

home instruction is delivered to each student. There is also a day care center located on 

campus free of charge. The day care accepts infants under 18 months.   
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2007 “the number increased by nearly 40% to 115 pregnancies” (Sieff, 2007). According 

to the Texas Department of State Health Services,19 the total number of births to mothers 

younger than 17 years of age in Cameron County (where Brownsville is located) in 2006 

was 543. Three hundred and four of the 543 births were to teen mothers in Brownsville—

all of which are of Hispanic20 origin. Further, at the county level in 2006, the percentage 

of births to all mothers younger than 17 years of age in Cameron County was 6.3% 

compared to 4.9% in Texas (Texas Department of State Health Services). More 

specifically, the birth rate21 to mothers of Hispanic22 origin, younger than 17 years of age, 

in Cameron County is 6.5% compared to 6.6% in Texas.23

In March 2009, the National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy released a 

report brief declaring that the overall national teen birth rate in the United States 

increased 1% between 2006 and 2007—from 41.9 to 42.5. Within the last fourteen years, 

this marks the second time that the teen birth rate in the United States has ever increased; 

the last increase was 3 percent, 40.5 to 41.9, between 2005 and 2006 (Moore, 2008). As 

 Hence, Cameron County 

compares equally with Texas in terms of the percentage of births to Hispanic mothers 

younger than 17, but as a whole, Cameron County is well above the Texas average. 

Given the high rate of births to young Hispanic women—more specifically of Mexican 

origin—Texas currently ranks 27 out of 47 U.S. states with a birth rate of 98 per 1,000 

Latina teen girls (The National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, 2008). According 

to Martin et al, Mexican teenagers have the highest birth rate among every population—

including Latinos of other national descent (2009). The birth rate among teenagers of 

Mexican origin between the ages of 15-19 was 92.9 in the United States compared to 

41.9 overall (Martin et. Al, 2009, p. 40).  
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mentioned earlier, given that adolescents of Mexican origin have the highest birth rate in 

the nation, the rising national birth rate among adolescents has partly been attributed to 

Hispanic teens. However, it is highly problematic and dangerous to attribute the rising 

national birth among youth to Mexican-origin populations given the long history of 

persistent nativist and anti-immigrant sentiment against Mexican immigrant motherhood 

in the United States (Gutiérrez, 2004).  Gutiérrez claims that ever since the 1890’s, this 

persistent xenophobic sentiment has underscored and fueled continuous suspicions and 

accusations towards undocumented Mexican immigrants and their families. Currently, at 

the state and local level, Latina teen mothers, families, and their communities are viewed 

through a culturally deficit lens. In 2000, for example, “Reyn” Archer, a Texas State 

Health Commissioner, blamed ‘‘the sky high teen pregnancy rate in Texas on the fact that 

Hispanics lack the cultural belief that getting pregnant is a bad thing” (Méndez-Negrete, 

Saldaña, & Vega, 2006, p. 95).    

In response to culturally deficit discourses concerning Mexican-origin youth and 

their families, the broader scope of this study is to clarify common misconceptions, 

question culture-blaming paradigms, and complicate over-simplified impressions of 

Mexican-origin youth and their sex lives. However, I aim to do so via the particular lived 

experiences of young women in Brownsville. Mexican youth are currently under the 

national spotlight for teen pregnancy, so the particular local concern of why young 

Mexican women are becoming pregnant in Brownsville is an important one.  

Having grown up in Brownsville during my adolescent years, it is important for 

me to engage with the central question of this project through a Chicana 

feminist/borderlands theoretical lens. I do this as a means to counter culturally deficit 
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thinking prevalent in U.S. mainstream discourses (i.e. media, public policy, and 

educational policy) concerning teen pregnancy among Latino youth—particularly of 

Mexican origin. It is through the adoption of a Chicana feminist/borderlands lens that I 

seek to elucidate the highly conflicted, contradictory, and nuanced experiences of young 

Mexican women in Brownsville. And it is these heavily fraught experiences which shape 

their sexual subjectivity and agency. Thus, there are no clear answer(s) as to why young 

women in Brownsville are becoming pregnant; there is, instead, a highly messy and 

complicated web of social and cultural forces, discourses, ideologies, practices, and 

beliefs which facilitate teen pregnancy. Hence, the purpose of this study is to participate 

in an effort to explore this web, and map out a more comprehensible understanding of 

why young women in Brownsville engage in risky sexual behaviors.  

As it was discussed earlier, the U.S/Mexico border overlaps and is infused by two 

nations with their own set of social institutions, practices, ideologies, and discursive 

fields. As such, Brownsville is an example of how competing dominant discourses of 

sexuality produce individual sexual experiences wrought with contradictions, confusion, 

and disappointment for young women in Brownsville. Not only are constructions of 

virginity complex, but the stories that the participants pieced together during the 

interviews and focus group discussions, concerning their sex lives, elucidate the 

complexities and contradictory messages that derive from the particular ever-changing 

constructions of virginity in Brownsville, Texas. 

In the first chapter, I will further explore the social construction of virginity for 

adolescent women in Brownsville in primarily two venues: (1) mother-daughter 

communication and relationships and (2) peer relationships. I will also draw on two 



 32 
 

discourses of heterosexuality that are prevalent throughout U.S. mainstream society—the 

permissive sex discourse and the male sexual drive discourse (Gavey, 2005)—to further 

analyze the ways in which the sexuality of teenage women has been constructed in 

Brownsville. 
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NOTES
                                                 
1 Latinas and Latinos represent a heterogeneous group.  It is made up of various 
racial/ethnic groups of Latin American origin, yet most of the studies in the literature 
include participants who are either mostly—or all—of Mexican origin. On this note, 
Brownsville is a unique U.S./Mexico border town where the majority of the population is 
of Mexican origin. For the purposes of this study, I will use “young Mexicanas” to 
sporadically refer to my informants as they are daughters of Mexican immigrants or 
Mexican American/Chicano/a parents. However at certain times I strategically generalize 
and use “Latinos, in referring to all youth of Latin American origin, to problematize over-
simplifications and deficit thinking regarding “Latinos” in the literature—which include 
youth of Mexican origin and other Latin American nationalities. 
2 The word “padrinos” usually means godparents, but in the context of a quinceañera it 
means family or friends who act as sponsors that help pay for segments of the party. 
3 U.S. Census Bureau. (2009). [Table]. State and county quickfacts: Brownsville (city), 
Texas. 
4 Ibid. (2000). [Table].  DP-2. Profile of selected social characteristics. 
5 Ibid. (2009). [Table]. State and county quickfacts: Brownsville (city),Texas. 
6 Ibid. State and county quickfacts: USA. 
7 Ibid. (2000). [Table].  DP-3. Profile of selected economic characteristics. 
8 Brownsville Independent School District. (2009). [Table]. Facts and statistics: Peak 
enrollment, BISD schools, student support services.  
9 Ibid. Student profile and special programs enrollment. 
10 Ibid. Peak enrollment, BISD schools, student support services.  
11 Ibid. Alternative Schools. 
12 C. Davila, personal communication, May 28, 2009. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Lincoln Park Alternative High School Student Handbook, p. 6. 
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Hispanic in Texas are of Mexican origin, especially in Cameron County and Brownsville.  
23 Texas Department of State Health Services. 
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Chapter 1: “Everyone talks about sex”: Mothers’ Consejos and Sex 

Talk among Peers 

Contrary to the assumption of a culture of sexual silence, most of the young 

women I interviewed said that they grew up in an environment where talking about sex 

was prevalent at home with mothers. For instance, most of the mothers of the young 

women were “open,” communicative, and seemingly “friendly” about educating their 

daughters about sex, love, relationships, and their bodies: 

I was really open with my mom, and my mom always told me everything about 

sex. And she would always tell me about protection. And then after I got my 

period, if I had sex, [she said] I could get pregnant. And if I had a boyfriend like 

to be careful. She’s really open, and she’s really nice. (Norma, 17-year-old)  

The mothers of my respondents were particularly invested in safeguarding their daughters 

from the negative consequences of sex, specifically unintended pregnancy. So mother-

daughter communication regarding sex was mostly in the form of ‘consejos’ (advice): 

My mom always gave me…consejos. She would always give me those consejos 

you know, “if you’re gonna be sexually active feel free, I’m your friend.  Feel free 

to tell me, and I’m gonna take you to the doctor to put something like birth 

control [to use birth control].  So you won’t get pregnant. Don’t ruin your life so 

young.” (Chantal, 19-year-old) 

Chantal also recounted that her mother used to tape record a daily segment from a 

morning show called “Venga La Alegría” on a Mexican television network, in which a 
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woman sexologist answers the public’s questions—sent via e-mail or postal service—

regarding human sexuality, sexual health, romance, and relationships. Chantal said that 

her mother would show it to her almost everyday after school to ensure that her daughter 

learned about sex from a professional.  

In addition to ‘consejos,’ the mothers of most of the adolescent women were 

readily willing to supply their daughters with contraception. Most of the mothers 

constantly reminded their daughters to let them know when and if they were thinking 

about having sex, so that they could supply their daughters with protection, primarily 

against unintended pregnancy. Alongside the urgency for their daughters to be 

communicative with them about their sexual lives, the girls’ mothers would voice 

concern and fear for their daughter’s well being and safety: 

It wasn’t like about me getting pregnant really, it was about her fear of me 

catching something. Like…one of her friend’s daughters had an abortion or 

whatever, and they were talking about it. My mother was like “a mi no me 

importa si sale embarazada (I don’t care of she turns out pregnant), I’m just 

scared of what she’s gonna pick up.” (Vanessa, 17-year-old) 

Most participants’ mothers were aware about the reality of the adolescent sexual terrain 

their daughters inhabited prior to their pregnancy, so virginity until marriage was deemed 

unrealistic by most of the mothers—especially those who grew up in the United States. 

As González-López observed, each generation of mothers (and fathers in some cases) of 

young women replace an ethic of ‘respeto a la familia’ with an ethic of ‘protección 

personal.’ Due to a culture of sexual fear of unintended pregnancy and STDs, mothers 
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understand that it is critical for their daughter to be equipped with the knowledge, skills, 

and resources to live healthy sexual lives, regardless of whether they wait until they are 

married to have sex or not.  

However, some mothers were so concerned for their daughters’ well being that 

they would prefer that their daughters remain virgins: 

My mom she would tell me like be careful. She would tell me don’t have sex. 

Spend time with your friends. She didn’t want me to have sex, like it was 

something bad.  She was like have fun, go out. Diviértete ahorita que puedes 

(Have fun now that you can). And don’t get pregnant, I would tell her 

“mom…can I take like birth control?”, and she would tell me “you don’t need it! 

You don’t have to have sex!” And so nunca me dió nada (she never gave me 

anything), she wouldn’t, cuz like, she thought that if she wouldn’t give me 

anything I wouldn’t have sex. (Naylea, 16-year-old) 

Although Naylea’s mother demanded that her daughter remain a virgin, when she found 

out that she was pregnant, her mother gave Naylea the choice to abort. Contrary to the 

notion that “Hispanic culture supports early and high fertility, as well as the belief that 

early motherhood and continued education are incompatible” (2004, p. 142), none of the 

girls’ mothers pushed their daughters into marriage, and most did not impede their 

daughters from choosing to abort. The primary concern of most of the mothers (and 

fathers) was for their daughters to continue their education: 

…both of my parents did talk to me about school. Um, they always told me that I 

would have their support. That they didn’t, that the baby was gonna be an obstacle 
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[but] they would take care of me. [My parents said] it was gonna be 

different…you know everything was gonna change, but then they wanted me to 

graduate; continue to college. (Chantal, 19-year-old) 

Hence, virginity as a social construct has not disappeared but has been reconfigured 

according to what parents desire for their daughters: healthy sexual lives to better secure 

the opportunity for an education and financial stability. Given the socio-economic context 

of the United States, the respondents’ mothers are fully aware that there are opportunities 

for their daughters to secure more promising lives on their own, and not necessarily 

alongside a husband. Thus, parents are not concerned about their daughters’ virginity in 

order to secure a husband and financial stability; they are, instead, interested in 

safeguarding their daughters from the dangers of sex, specifically unintended pregnancy, 

that could potentially jeopardize their pursuit of higher education.  

SEX TALK AND PEER PRESSURE 

The local adolescent terrain was also a highly communicative space regarding 

sex. According to the respondents, “everyone” talks about sex: 

I’m sure that everyone in a regular high school, all of the girls…already had sex at 

least once. And I’m sure about that because I was a virgin.  They would always 

talk about sex, like…every girl that you see, they talk about sex. The guys talk 

about sex, everyone talks about sex. (Chantal, 19-year-old) 

Not only do school peers actively talk about sex in school, but sexual curiosity compels 

both young women and men to both find and share resources to learn about sex: 
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Every position, they tell you everything. They even take books to school.  Like 

obviously the teachers don’t know, pero (but)…during lunch or something they’re 

just playing you know, hey…this position or whatever. (Chantal, 19-year-old) 

According to literature cited by Villarruel (2000), peer influence, approval, and behavior 

as predictors of sexual behavior for both males and females are minimal. In a study of 

Mexican American adolescents, as cited by Villarruel (2000), only between 10 to 15 

percent “indicated that having sex was ‘OK’ because their friends do it” (p. 69). 

However, I found that determining the magnitude of influence peers have on the sexual 

behavior of young women (and men) is much more nuanced and complicated than simply 

asking an adolescent if they had sex because their friends did. For instance, when I asked 

the girls whether they felt pressure from peers to have sex, all except one responded “no” 

without hesitation. Monica, in particular, claimed, “I really don’t believe in peer 

pressure.” It seemed that they preferred not be perceived as easily influenced by those 

around them, but as our discussions unfolded, they unintentionally revealed the degree of 

influence their peers and friends had on their sexual lives: 

In high school I guess you can only pick out a handful of virgins. No one’s a 

virgin in high school anymore. Like as soon as you get to high school, it’s like 

well I’m a freshmen, and I’m new, and oh this junior likes me.  And oh I kind of 

like him too… he’s more experienced than you, and you want to get at that level. 

So you’re gonna do whatever it takes to get on that level…I want to be like my 

friends, but it’s too soon. (Vanessa, 17-year-old)  
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Sex talk among peers, acquaintances, and close friends becomes most prevalent the 

summer before and during their freshman year in high school. Not only was sex talk 

prevalent at the commencement of high school, but the onset of first sexual experiences 

among close friends and peers also became common—further fueling sex talk. As close 

friends and their peers began having sex for the first time, many of the young informants 

felt pressure to do the same: 

…you just feel out of the crowd you know what I mean? Like my friend, my best 

[friend], other people that I talk to, like oh sex this, and sex that. It feels so good. 

Well, I haven’t tried it yet. And you’re just, I feel like left out.  And you want to 

be able to be like yeah, well yeah I did this, and I did that. (Yasmin, 16-year-old) 

Although most of the girls were reluctant to admit that they felt pressure to have sex, 

Norma readily claimed that she felt continuous pressure by her friends and cousins to 

have sex with her boyfriend. Eventually, the pressure from her friends and peers 

convinced her to have sex for the first time with her boyfriend. 

I knew I wasn’t ready. I wanted to learn more about it, but my friends and my 

cousins were like ándale. You can do it, and this and that. It feels good, you’re 

gonna like it. And I was like uh, ok I guess. (Norma, 17-year-old) 

According to the informants, virginity as a “passport” for marriage is out of the picture 

among the sexual culture of Brownsville youth—sex out of wedlock is more than 

acceptable; it’s expected. However, although virginity loss before marriage is expected, 

there are specific criteria—set forth by peers—that a young woman must follow to avoid 

the most feared reputation of becoming the “bad” girl. 
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Sex talk among the peers of the young Mexicanas, and the consequent pressure to 

have sex, invokes a larger U.S mainstream discourse identified as the permissive sex 

discourse (Gavey, 2005). According to Gavey (2005), the permissive sex discourse stems 

from the onset of the contraceptive pill in the 1960’s and the sexual revolution in which 

women were encouraged to have active and autonomous sex lives outside of marriage. 

Not only does this discourse persist today in the larger U.S. context, but according to my 

respondents, it is particularly prevalent among Brownsville youth.  

However, Gavey (2005) further clarifies that although women were assumed to be 

just as sexual as men, the permissive sex discourse became problematic as gender 

inequality was unacknowledged and persisted within the “libertarian” (Gavey, p. 108)24

CONCEPTIONS OF MALE SEXUAL DRIVE OVERSHADOW FEMALE SEXUAL DESIRE 

 

sex ethic. The so-called sexual revolution became more of a ‘celebration of masculine 

sexuality’ (Gavey, 2005, p. 106) since women’s bodies were consistently objectified and 

were now more accessible for men’s pleasure. As women were encouraged to actively 

practice sexuality outside of marriage, women also lost ‘morally based’ grounds on 

which they could refuse sex. In addition, the double standard paradigm of good/bad girl 

remained in the rhetoric of libertarian ethics of sex. For instance, women are typically 

labeled as “sluts” or “easy” if they accept sexual advances, whereas women who refuse 

are commonly referred to as “uptight.”  

Not only is there a sexually libertarian rhetoric among peers, and even most of the 

informants’ mothers, but there is also the existence of the male sexual drive discourse 

that underscores the permissive sex discourse. The male sexual drive discourse is based 
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on a taken-for-granted truth than men have an innate sex drive that is not only normal but 

healthy. Under the male sexual drive discourse, women’s role is reduced to either receive 

or reject men’s sexual advances.  Thus, women are not merely passive (although they are 

typically portrayed as objects of desire), but rather “her actions are premised on the basis 

of the meeting, or denying, his sexual pleasure, rather than acting to advance her own” 

(Gavey, 2005, p. 105). In other words, sex is an act done to women by men, so women 

either accept or reject men’s sexual advances. Thus, it is the moral responsibility of the 

young women to safeguard their bodies from boys’ and men’s uncontrollable sexual urge. 

The respondents’ mothers were especially invested in equipping their daughters with 

‘consejos’ concerning male lust. 

For instance, although most of the respondents’ mothers were seemingly open and 

communicative with their daughters about sex, implicitly, a discourse of male sexual 

desire infiltrated the ‘consejos’ that many mothers conveyed to their daughters. Phrases 

like “¡no se crean de cualquier pelado!” (don’t believe just any guy!) or “¡no deje que 

ningún huerco le toque su Tortuga!” (don’t let any boy touch your private part) indicate 

that most of the mothers feared that their daughters might possibly give into a boy’s 

sexual demand. They believe that boys have an innate and uncontrollable sexual desire, 

yet they could not imagine that their daughters may have sexual feelings and desires of 

their own. 

When I asked Chantal how she would educate her son about sex, she responded 

that she would inform him and she would provide condoms for him if he needed them—

just like her mom did for her brother.  However when I asked if her mother had condoms 

readily available for her, Chantal (19-year-old) responded: 
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¡No! Ella nunca pensó en mí.  O sea, como era mujer…siempre pensó que yo me 

iba esperar…siempre hablaba conmigo, que si quieres…te doy pastillas pa’ que 

no te embaraces, pero “tienes que decirme.” (No! She never thought of me. Like, 

since I was a woman…she always thought that I was going to wait…she would 

always talk with me, that if I want to…she will give me pills so that I won’t get 

pregnant, but [my mom would say] “you have to tell me.”) 

For Chantal’s brother, his mother would simply give him condoms to use as he pleased—

there was no need for him to talk to his mother first in order to obtain access to 

protection—whereas Chantal, on the other hand, had to first talk to her mother to gain 

access to birth control pills. Chantal said that when she asked her mother why she did not 

give condoms to her like her brother, her mother responded: “Nunca pensé que ibas a 

salir tan horneada tan Chiquita!” (I never thought you would be so horny so young!) For 

Chantal’s mother, like most mothers and the rest of society (regardless of culture), the 

onset of adolescent male’s sexuality is expected, whereas young women’s sexuality is not 

even considered. When I asked Chantal what she thinks would have happened if she 

asked her mother for condoms at the same time that her mother supplied her brother with 

them, she replied, “She would have slapped me or something!” She went on to explain 

that she did not understand how mothers don’t seem to care what their sons do, yet they 

are strict with their daughters.  

Under the male sexual drive discourse, mothers are aware that their daughters 

may have sex out of wedlock, so they actively talk to their daughters about sex and 

protection, but they do it in terms of safeguarding their daughters from the dangers of 
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adolescent boys’ innate thirst for sex. Hence, the normalization of male sexual desire 

shapes how mothers talk to their daughters about sex.  

As another example, Amber’s mother was also very open to the idea of supplying 

her daughter with contraception, but like Chantal’s mother, she also demanded that her 

daughter first inform her about the possibility of sex.  However, Amber never did inform 

her mother; instead Amber’s mother found out about her daughter’s sexual activity when 

she encountered a pregnancy test.  When I asked her why she never informed her mother, 

she responded: 

Amber: I was embarrassed. 

GR: Why do you think you were embarrassed about it? 

Amber: Because I don’t know, it’s embarrassing. I don’t know, and because I was 

really small, I was only fourteen…so she would have gotten really mad. 

Many of the informants understood that even though their mothers were open to 

supplying their daughters with contraception, they risked judgment and tension from 

them. Hence, the male sexual desire discourse hinders mother-daughter communication 

to the point that the young women preferred not to tell their mothers that they were 

contemplating having sex with their boyfriends. As I will discuss in the next chapter, 

most of my informants depend on their boyfriends for safe sex because they were afraid 

to project an unbounded (unchaste) sexual identity to their boyfriends. However, they 

were also afraid to utilize their mothers as a resource to obtain what they needed for safe 

sex.  

While the male sexual drive discourse is prevalent within mother-daughter 

communication regarding sex, the flipside of the coin is that there is a “missing discourse 
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of desire” for adolescent women (Fine, 1992). According to Michelle Fine (1992), young 

women’s sexuality is defined only in terms of morality, disease, and victimization, while 

young women’s feeling of sexual desire and pleasure is unacknowledged.25

According to Gloria González-López (2003), Mexican immigrant mothers seek to 

protect their daughters from the sexual and gender inequality they experienced while 

growing up in Mexico.  They also see their daughters as a chance to “resolve some of 

their unfinished issues as women” (González-López, 2003, p. 218).  As discussed earlier, 

many of the mothers worked to foster open communication with their daughters 

regarding sex through ‘consejos.’ However, the contradictions nested within the their 

‘consejos’—the male sexual drive discourse—kept the young women from becoming 

fully comfortable with notifying their mothers that they might soon engage in sex. The 

discourse of male sexual desire is a powerful one as it underscores the ways in which 

mothers educate their daughters about sex. 

 Mothers were 

willing to supply their daughters with contraception, but were prepared to do so in terms 

of protecting their daughters from sexual dangers, not necessarily for the development of 

their daughters’ sexual subjectivity necessary to become responsible sexual actors on 

their own terms.  

AFFIRMING MASCULINITY AT THE COST OF YOUNG WOMEN’S OBJECTIFICATION 

The male sexual drive discourse is not only prevalent within mother-daughter 

communication regarding sex; this discourse is also infuses peer culture. For example, 

young informants talked about their male peers and acquaintances as “immature” or 

“perverted” because they often catcall girls in school, or as Chantal explained, “they 
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tempt you to do something.” When I asked Chantal to clarify what she meant by “tempt 

you,” she further explained that most male acquaintances or peers do more than talk and 

joke about sex with their female peers; they try to place their hand on girls’ laps or try 

other gestures to convey that they are interested in having sex with them. Chantal 

remarked that they often mean it as a joke, but some girls do not like it.  

Although most of the participants condescendingly called their male peers 

“perverts” or “stupid” and laughed it off as unimportant, it seems that they were 

simultaneously disturbed and uncomfortable by boys’ behavior towards them, their 

female peers, and close friends. They don’t like boys’ typical behavior towards girls, yet 

they took it for granted that boys and men are simply like that. As Yasmin explained, 

“Son bien cabrones (They are assholes and/or jerks). They just want one thing, and ‘pos’ 

(well) that’s just sex.” Again, this elucidates the male sexual drive discourse in which 

boys’ sexist and sexually aggressive behavior is normalized and biologically inevitable—

a ‘testosterone thing’ (Martin, 2002). 

 Hence, boys and men are expected to behave in sexually aggressive and 

inappropriate ways toward girls and women, and while most of my respondents 

denounced their sexual behavior and attitudes, it was nonetheless expected and the norm. 

Not only is sexually aggressive behavior the norm, but as Martin (2002) and Quinn 

(2002) eloquently articulated, such behavior is key to male bonding and the establishment 

of masculinity between men. Martin claims that sex is seen as “the test of masculinity for 

men, as a ‘mainstay of identity’” (2002, p. 157). In addition, “the experiences of girls 

‘giving in’ to boys solidifies boys’ feelings of agency and sexual subjectivity,” so now he 

can make things happen—“he can do, and do sexually” (2002, p. 157). 
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Yet boys do not necessarily have to have hetero(sex) to establish their masculinity 

and bond with other men through competition. Girl watching “is a common way for 

heterosexual men to establish intimacy among themselves” (Quinn, 2002, p. 394). 

Chantal explained the sort of girl watching and catcalling that typically took place in her 

regular high school: 

Cualquier chava que está fea le ponen una bolsa en la cara [figuratively] y dicen 

“no es camarón, camarón” y como que todos se quedan: ¿por qué camarón, 

verdad? Entonces todos los chavos usan eso. Si ven que va pasando una chava, 

“ay es camarón, es camarón.” (Any girl that’s ugly they put a bag on her 

[figuratively] and they say “no she’s a shrimp, she’s a shrimp” and like everyone 

is wondering why shrimp right? Because you cut the head off and the rest is good, 

right? And so all the guys use that [phrase]. If they see a girl passing, “oh she’s a 

shrimp, she’s a shrimp”.) 

This example shows how some of the participants’ male peers sexualize and objectify 

their female peers in school as their bodies are evaluated in fragmented parts.26

Hence, male bonding takes place at the cost of young women’s objectification. 

This helps explain my respondents’ simultaneous “as a matter of fact” disregard yet 

discomfort with boys’ behavior towards them in the classroom, hallways, and cafeterias 

 Quinn 

(2002) suggests that girl watching simultaneously functions as a form of play and as a 

“potentially powerful site of gendered social action” in which not only heterosexual 

desire is displayed, but “a certain type of masculinity is produced and performed for other 

men” (p. 394).  
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in school, as well as social events outside of school. Quinn (2002) insists that ‘patriarchy 

is as much about relations between man and man as it is about relations between men and 

women’ (p. 394). Women are not only objectified, but are used as tools to further 

maintain patriarchal control over women’s bodies, sexuality, and subjectivity. Patriarchy 

is practiced through the group effort of boys and men, whether in the work place, school 

hallways, or social events.   

CONSTRUCTING ADOLESCENT SEXUALITIES THROUGH HEGEMONIC NARRATIVES IN 

THE BORDERLANDS 

As a consequence of the male sexual drive discourse and the subsequent male 

bonding, young women’s lack of desire and their objectification serve “as the necessary 

linchpin in how adolescent sexuality is organized and managed” (Tolman, p. 15). The 

construction of male desire and masculinity discussed above compels and even requires 

young women to safeguard themselves from the objectification and sexual aggression of 

their male counterparts.  While young women adhere to a strict code of conduct, young 

men are able to practice their sexual subjectivity without the fear of being called “sluts.” 

After all, boys will be boys. Therefore, Martin eloquently articulates that the “disparity in 

agency and sexual subjectivity laid upon the cultural inequalities between the genders, 

gives boys a greater capacity to push for what they want, and leaves girls less able to 

articulate what they want for themselves and less able to claim it forcefully” (Martin, 

2002, p. 154)—or with confidence.  

Taking the permissive sex discourse and the male sexual drive discourse into 

account, peer pressure to have sex means two entirely different things for adolescent 
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women and men. Young women are to safeguard their bodies as long as possible, 

following specific criteria to have sex for boys and men, while young men actively push 

young women to have sex as a means to affirm their masculinity. As adolescent women 

protect their sexuality, adolescent men impose their sexual aggression onto young women 

to mark their masculinity: this is the “master narrative” (Tolman, 2002) of adolescents’ 

gendered paths into developing their sexual lives. 

In the following chapter, I will further discuss the sex rhetoric prevalent among 

the peers of the young women in my study to demonstrate that, even though it is 

acceptable for young women in Brownsville to have sex out of wedlock, double standards 

of morality controlling women’s lives remain. As a result, young women in Brownsville 

face the challenge of navigating a seemingly sexually libertarian adolescent terrain that is 

simultaneously judgmental of women’s sexual behavior and attitudes. Thus, as a means 

to navigate this contradictory and hazardous terrain, young women in Brownsville lose 

their virginity under certain conditions deemed acceptable by their peers—and yet, 

paradoxically, in the process keep up a chaste identity. In essence, young women 

“perform” or rather “do” virginity by: (1) following the criteria set forth by peers to have 

sex, and (2) performing a chaste identity even after having sex—otherwise they are 

labeled as “bad” girls, thereby jeopardizing their reputation. 
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NOTES 
                                                 
24 Gavey identifies sexual libertarianism as an anti-marriage rhetoric that simultaneously 
“celebrated other forms of sexuality that were largely exploitive of women” (p. 107). 
According to Gavey, the sexual libertarian ethic was strongest during the 1960’s to the 
1980’s (with the contraceptive pill and the sexual revolution), however, there has been a 
retraction of sexual libertarianism since the 1980’s with the arrival of HIV/AIDS and 
other STDs. However, the permissive sex discourse is prevalent today as the sexual 
libertarian ethic underpins most magazines, like Playboy and Cosmopolitan, and other 
media and social venues. 
25 Even recently, years after Michelle Fine’s discovery of the “missing discourse of 
desire,” it has been found that both young Latina and non-Latina women’s sexual desire 
is still absent in public policy, and in sex education curriculum in schools; young women 
are instead constructed as potential victims or immoral sexual actors—young women of 
color are especially constructed as immoral sexual beings (García, 2009, August; Tolman 
et al, 2003; Fine & McClelland, 2006). 
26 The notion of women’s bodies as fragmented has been discussed in several works 
regarding pornography, advertising, and constructions of women’s beauty. For instance, 
Catherine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin argue that pornography dehumanizes women 
when the camera focuses on particular body parts during scenes in which women are 
raped or in bondage; this displays the female body as fragmented and dismembered. 
(Dworkin, 1981; Dworkin & Mackinnon, 1988; Mackinnon, 1994). Sandra Bartky (1990) 
believes that the objectification of women involves the fragmentation of their bodies; as 
all the focus is placed the woman’s body, her mind or personality are not acknowledged. 
Hence, the body is separated from the person, and the body even represents the woman. 
In terms of advertising (Roy, 2005), femininity and beauty are defined by body parts—
lips, hair, legs, breasts—in order to focus on “imperfections” and convince women to buy 
a product for a particular body part, or “problem area.” Thus the woman “becomes the 
advertised commodity herself: the shampoo, the hair oil, the face cream, and the soap” 
(Roy, 2005, p. 16).  



 51 
 

Chapter 2: “They just like to have sex…some girls are like that…not all 

girls, but some girls”:  Doing Virginity 

Although it is acceptable and even expected for young women to have sex out of 

wedlock in Brownsville, the first condition she must meet before having sex is that she 

must be in a committed long-term relationship with her boyfriend. Hence, the pressure to 

have sex is greatest when the young Mexicana is in love: 

…there’s always the right time…like say I’ve been with my boyfriend two or 

three years. We’re on that emotional level where we love each other, and we plan 

on getting married in the future. And we love each other so much that we’re 

gonna take our relationship a step up, so we have sex. (Vanessa, 17-year-old)  

Even in the midst of the larger, permissive sex discourse in mainstream society, 

García (2009) observes that “romantic relationships are the key venue for young women 

to acceptably negotiate their sexual behavior, allowing them to remain ‘good’ girls in the 

adolescent sexual terrain” (p. 608). It is only acceptable for young Latina women to lose 

their virginity when they are in love and in a steady relationship, so there are “limited 

options under which young women can construct and negotiate their sexual identities” 

(García, 2009, p. 609). If the sexual expression of young Latinas falls outside of 

“sanctioned behavior” (p. 609) then their reputations are at risk (García, 2009). 

According to Horowitz (1983), the identities of young Latina women are evaluated on:  

…how they handle their lack of virginity when it becomes known or 

suspected…If she meets the criteria by her peers, her sexuality is approved as 
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‘bounded’ (restricted) whether or not she engages in premarital sex and becomes 

pregnant. There is no public scandal and she retains her evaluation as chaste. If 

she fails to be appraised as meeting the criteria developed by her peers, if she is 

seen giving into her passion, her sexuality is viewed as “unbounded” and their 

evaluation of her falls. (p. 125) 

As mentioned in the first chapter, given the prevalent permissive sex discourse, marriage 

is no longer the most effective moral grounds on which women can refuse sex, whether 

Latina or non-Latina (Gavey, 2005). Hence, love and giving into the sexual demands of a 

boyfriend is the type of account young Latinas use to maintain their sexual identity as 

chaste. In fact, it is critical for the young woman to give “priority to male domination 

over her virginity” (p. 123) because if it is seen that she has been with the same boy for 

an extended period of time, “others perceive her as being in love [and] suspect that she is 

engaging in sexual intercourse” (Horowitz, 1983, p. 123). Although a young woman 

“heightens the risk of discrediting her identity as sexually bounded” if she submits to her 

boyfriend’s demands, “if she refuses to submit she may be seen as too independent” 

(Horowitz, 1983, p. 123); also risking her sexual identity. Hence, Horowitz (1983) 

observes that most young women choose to give into their boyfriends’ sexual desire out 

of love, as well as to construct accounts of their sexual experiences as such, to portray a 

chaste identity even though they have had sexual intercourse. 

Based on the work of Horowitz (1983), I realized that my informants, much like 

the young women Horowitz observed, are concerned with performing a ‘chaste identity,’ 

rather than practicing chastity—that is, abstaining from sex. Hence, the ideology of 

virginity is based on performance not abstinence; the young women are performing 
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virginity as opposed to safeguarding their virginity.27

Thus, there is a powerful public component to virginity in the lives of young 

women in Brownsville (and even most young Chicana women). Although (hetero)sex is 

typically an intimate affair that takes place in the privacy of the bedroom, heterosexuality 

as an institution has a public component; young women’s sexuality in Brownsville is 

publicly scrutinized in terms of how she interacts with her boyfriend, and even how she 

talks about sex. Hence, sexuality is an ongoing activity embedded in everyday 

interactions in both private and public settings. Taking West and Zimmerman’s (1987) 

notion of ‘doing gender’ into account, young women in Brownsville are not only 

performing virginity, but they are doing sexuality in everyday situations. 

 Although a young woman may 

“lose” her virginity out of wedlock, what counts is that she keeps performing virginity 

through behaviors, practices, beliefs, and attitudes that convey a public perception of her 

as a virgin. Further, much like Zavella and Castañeda’s (2005) finding, young women in 

Brownsville perform virginity to safeguard their reputations as “good” girls, but contrary 

to the high school Chicana students in Zavella and Castañeda’s study, my young 

respondents were not under peer pressure to preserve their virginity until marriage. So it 

does not matter whether a young woman in Brownsville has sex; what matters is: (1) that 

she has sex under the “right” set of conditions (i.e. within the bounds of a longer-term 

heterosexual relationship), and (2) that peers perceive her as virgin-like (her social 

behavior and the way she talks about sex must indicate that she is having sex out of love 

for her boyfriend).  

Far from a fixed social category or role, West and Zimmerman (1987) 

conceptualize gender “as a routine, methodical, and recurring accomplishment” (p. 126) 
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that emerges from various social situations, yet has no “specific site or organizational 

context” (p. 128). Far from being like parts or roles in a play that people selectively 

choose to act at specific times and situations, West and Zimmerman (1987) re-imagine 

gender as “an ongoing activity embedded in everyday interaction” (p. 130). People are 

doing more than displaying gender; they are doing gender all the time in what they do, 

and do “recurrently, in interaction with others” (p. 140). Moreover, while gender is 

created through interaction, it simultaneously structures interaction. For instance, doing 

gender creates difference between boys and girls, which reinforces the “essentialness” of 

gender—that is, femininity and masculinity. In addition, West and Zimmerman (1987), 

claim that we can never not do gender as long as we are assigned to one of two sex 

categories—man or woman. As long as we live in a society organized around two sex 

categories, “to ‘do’ gender is not always to live up to normative conceptions of 

femininity or masculinity; it is to engage in behavior at risk of gender assessment” 

(Zimmerman, p. 137, 1987). If we do gender appropriately, we reproduce legitimate 

relational and institutional arrangements and interactions, but if we do gender 

inappropriately, the individual, not the institutional arrangements, are held accountable.  

Like gender, sexuality is more than a performance or display; it is embedded in 

everyday life through common sense understandings of how men and women behave 

(hetero)sexually—these understandings are enacted in romantic relationships, sex talk 

among peers, in bed, and even in the media. For instance, male sexual desire is constantly 

summoned through the rhetoric of “boys will be boys” and images of objectified female 

bodies on magazines and billboards. Moreover, heterosexuality is always assumed in sex 

education programs and love songs on the radio. Additionally, the ways in which we talk 
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about sexuality converge with gender (as well as ethnicity and race), so that certain 

behaviors and attitudes are expected from men and women in the public sphere. Such is 

the case with young women in Brownsville; they perform virginity through an enactment 

of taken-for-granted notions of how a young woman is supposed to behave intimately 

with her romantic (male) partner. So performing virginity is more than a performance, it 

is doing sexuality.  

However, for the purposes of this thesis I want emphasize virginity as a specific 

manifestation of young women’s socially constructed sexuality. Virginity encompasses 

how young women are to behave sexually, but sexuality does not exist in a vacuum, it 

intersects with race, class, gender, and even nationality (as I will later show). So 

virginity, for young women in Brownsville, encompasses particular codes of sexual 

behavior that circulate peer culture, romantic relationships, bedrooms, and sex education 

at home and in schools. If young women in Brownsville do not abide by these codes of 

sexual behavior, then she is perceived as ‘sexually unbounded’ and socially stigmatized 

as unchaste. Hence, throughout this thesis, I will utilize the concept of ‘doing virginity’ to 

show how young women’s sexual behavior is restricted (rather than prohibited) in 

Brownsville. Young women in Brownsville do virginity to safeguard their public image  

as chaste, regardless of whether they engage in sexual activity or not. 

 As discussed earlier, marriage is no longer sufficient moral grounds for women to 

say no to sex (as a result of the permissive sex discourse), so women’s bodies have 

become much more accessible for men’s pleasure. Yet, the social rules and norms of 

heterosexuality (i.e., good girl/bad girl dichotomy) have not changed in either Latina or 

non-Latina cultures (Gavey, 2005). To protect their reputations, young women carefully 
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navigate gendered sexual inequalities by doing virginity—she must keep up a chaste 

image or feminine expression. Talking about sex among peers and between close friends 

is one way of doing virginity. However, the ways in which young women in Brownsville 

talk about sex is critical in doing virginity appropriately. For instance, during a focus 

group discussion, Alexa (17-year-old) commented that “girls do it because they like to 

experience new things.” She further explained that “many girls” like to be with different 

guys “to learn new things.” However, Yasmin interrupted this dialogue when she 

responded, “Well some girls are just sex addicts.” Alexa consequently abandoned the 

idea. Later on during our discussion, Yasmin (16-year-old) revisited the idea of girls who 

like to have sex: 

Yasmin: They just like to have sex. 

GR: Who? 

Yasmin: Other girls. Not just with their boyfriend, but other guys too.  

GR: mm hmm. Other girls? Could it be the girls here too? 

Yasmin: Oh no, like it depends on the girl, you know, like if she’s… 

Alexa: A sex freak! (group laughs) 

Yasmin: Well yeah, I don’t want to say it, but not unless she’s a ‘ho too, like a 

slut, however  you want to put it. Well, some girls are like that so…Not all girls, 

but some girls. 

GR: mm hmm.  

Yasmin: (low voice) A slut. 

Alexa suddenly jumped in the discussion to yell out “sex freak” perhaps to give a more 

favorable perception of herself by covering up her last comment regarding sexual 
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curiosity. It became clear that through open and sometimes crude communication 

regarding sex, peers (especially female peers) reproduce the social significance of labels 

such as “slut” and “sex freak” to collectively establish either favorable or damaging 

reputations for young Mexicanas. Thus as part of the peer culture in patriarchal contexts, 

young women internalize sexism and use it to stigmatize “other” women, or as Yasmin 

said, “other girls.” This focus group discussion suggests that young women in 

Brownsville perpetuate and reproduce patriarchy by stigmatizing each other to 

differentiate themselves from women who are socially identified as “the bad or loose 

girls.” In the next section I will demonstrate that they use regionally specific language, 

like “huila,” to stigmatize or label “other girls.”  

THE COSTS OF DOING VIRGINITY 

…like oh birth control, and they’re gonna say like ah! ¡Anda de huila! Nomás 

quiere andar en la calle (She is out and about! She just wants to be out on the 

street), but when they look at you like you’re gonna go around having sex with 

everyone. [But] you’re actually just doing it for yourself. Because you don’t want 

to end up with a bunch of kids when you’re really young. (Chantal, 19-year-old) 

The direct translation of the Spanish word “huila” in English is kite. “Huila” is used in 

the North East of Mexico and the Valley of Texas to identify and socially stigmatize a 

woman who is being too loose, flighty, and moving too fast—this usually refers to her 

social and sexual behavior, but other times it may refer to her overall behavior of 

spending too much time outside of the home, visiting friends and socializing. 

Unfortunately, the use of birth control risks that a young woman will be perceived as 
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sexually unbounded, or as Vanessa terms huila—too loose—because if it becomes public 

knowledge, then it is known that she intends to have sex for her own pleasure than for her 

boyfriend. Many of the participants were caught in such dilemmas and consequently had 

sexual intercourse with their boyfriends without protection. Similarly, for young women 

to require their boyfriends to use condoms or to actively seek contraception is too risky 

because it is seen as outside the norms of “emphasized” femininity that is characteristic 

of both U.S. and Mexican cultures, yet locally constructed along the U.S./Mexico 

borderlands. Connell (1987) defines “emphasized” as “the pattern of femininity which is 

given most cultural and ideological support at present” (p. 187). As a cultural 

construction, Connell asserts that emphasized femininity is very public, “though its 

content is specifically linked with the private realm of the home and the bedroom [my 

emphasis]” (1987, p. 187). For adolescent women in Brownsville, doing virginity is “an 

ideal conduct” of emphasized femininity and “set of practices by which women comply 

with men’s power” (Leahy, 1994, p. 49).  

Other studies have also shown that many young Latinas and non-Latinas 

(particularly those of working class backgrounds) feel uncomfortable, embarrassed, or 

scared to ask their boyfriends to wear a condom (Dietrich, 1998; García, 2009; Martin, 

2002; Horowitz, 1983; Erikson, 1998; Tolman, 1994). Many young women fear that if 

they initiate a conversation about STDs or ask their boyfriends to use a condom before 

first coitus, their boyfriends would question their status as virgins (García, 2009). Before 

and during their first experience of sexual intercourse, most of the participants in my 

study left it up to their boyfriends to obtain and use condoms. Many of the young 

respondents feared what their boyfriends and/or peers may think if they took the initiative 
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to prepare for safe sex. This places young women at risk for unprotected sex. Hence, peer 

culture as a collective unit not only pressures young women to have sex with their 

boyfriends, but they are also pressured to have unprotected sex. 

 In an Arizona study of Latino-youth in school, as cited by Erickson (1998), it was 

found that the “sexual attitudes [of adolescents] were governed more by peer groups than 

by family attitudes” (p. 33). Given the observation that peer influence may have a more 

powerful impact on the sexual behaviors, attitudes, and choices of young women than 

parental influence, it is no wonder that although most of the mothers of the young women 

in my study offered access to contraception, none of the girls followed up on their 

mothers’ offer.  

Doing virginity is a major aspect of peer pressure. Although most of my 

informants were educated about the risks and danger of sex at home through their 

mothers’ consejos, the sexual behavior, attitudes, and choices of the young participants 

reflect that the pressure they felt among their peers is much more powerful. The girls in 

my study greatly fear the labels of “slut” and “huila,” so they are prepared to engage in 

risky sexual behavior to prevent the development of such a reputation. Unfortunately, sex 

talk among peers is at odds with the consejos of the participants’ mothers. So attributing 

the high rate of teen pregnancy among Latino youth to the family values of Latino 

families and the lack of communication between mothers and daughters, in particular, is 

shortsighted and inadequate of what compels many young Latinas to engage in risky 

sexual behaviors.  
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MOTHERHOOD: THE SECOND PHASE OF DOING VIRGINITY 

Horowitz (1983) contends that “unwed motherhood becomes an important aspect 

of [teens mothers] identity” (p. 130). Although “becoming an unwed mother still leaves 

open the question of the boundedness of a young woman’s sexuality,” motherhood “itself 

is a valid and esteemed role” (p. 130). As such, motherhood allows young women of 

Mexican origin the “opportunity to continue to negotiate an identity of bounded 

sexuality” (p. 130). Horowitz further argues: 

In other words, motherhood can resolve both symbolically and existentially the 

dilemma between passion (unbounded sexuality) and virginity (bounded 

sexuality), where virginity, submission to men, and motherhood are all held to be 

important symbols of femininity. (p. 130) 

According to studies cited by Erikson (1998), Latina adolescents are “less likely 

than whites to use abortion” (p. 31). It has also been found that “Mexican-origin teens 

were much more likely than Cubans and Puerto Ricans to have had an abortion” 

(Erikson, 1998, p. 31). Similarly, abortion for the young women in my study is simply 

out of the question. When I asked my informants what they thought about abortion, most 

would immediately affirm that they did not believe in abortion. They would often say that 

“it’s not the baby’s fault” and that they “have to take responsibility,” follow through with 

the consequence of their sexual decision. Hurtado (2003) found that many of her 

respondents were ready to assume motherhood if they unexpectedly became pregnant 

because they also wanted to assume “personal responsibility” for their behavior. Hurtado 

points out that many of her respondents “did not see dealing with unwanted pregnancy as 
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an issue of individual rights over their bodies but rather one of having agency and taking 

full responsibility for their actions” (2005, p. 223). The young women in my study also 

saw their unexpected pregnancy as an issue of having agency in assuming responsibility 

and taking initiative.  

However, as I continued to speak to the young mothers in my study I realized that 

their conceptions of motherhood involved more than situating their children in the center 

of their world per se; motherhood was also deeply entwined with sexuality. In a focus 

group discussion, when I asked my respondents if they thought peer pressure to have sex 

is worse in Matamoros, the discussion evolved into the question of what side of the 

border was more sexually permissive—or as they put it: “who is worse?” In the following 

excerpt, the young mothers in my study specifically talk about abortions: 

Alexa: I had a friend also like that. She had six abortions, but she had them 

because she was with the guys like for maña.28

Naylea: But you see in Mexico, they get pregnant, but they go for abortion. And 

in here we get pregnant, and we have the baby. That’s the difference. 

 Like you know they have money, 

so she wouldn’t like want to have a baby because she knew she wasn’t gonna get 

money anymore, because all the guys she was with, they were married, and they 

had their own families.  The thing was that all that they wanted was the money. 

Yasmin: They have more abortions than we do. 

Naylea: Yes. It’s not that they don’t get pregnant, it’s they don’t have the babies. 

In this discussion, the respondents link motherhood to constructions of bounded and 

unbounded sexuality. To have sex with multiple guys outside the boundaries of love, and 

on top of that, abort unintended pregnancies, is clearly a display of unbounded sexuality. 
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So in the minds of the young women, girls in Matamoros (which they collectively 

classify as Mexico) are much “worse” than girls in Brownsville. They deliberately 

displayed their bounded sexuality as young mothers who had sex with their long term 

boyfriends out of love and chose to follow through with their unintended pregnancy. 

They also emphasized that girls in Matamoros have sex for money and not love.  

Therefore, the young respondents confront motherhood as both adolescent women 

and as mothering teens. For the young mothers, motherhood constitutes the ongoing 

activity of not engaging in sexualized activities, so women who are mothering are 

desexualized as women (i.e. the “missing discourse of desire”) and as mothers (whose 

lives have been socially constructed to revolve around their child(ren), whereas men’s 

lives as fathers do not). For example, Amber made it clear that she has not had sex with 

her boyfriend for a long while since the birth of her child. It seemed that sexual desire 

became something of the past and no longer fit with her new life as a young mother. 

Additionally, she wanted to prevent another pregnancy. Although they are clearly not 

virgins, motherhood represents the second phase to uphold an image of chastity. For a 

young woman in Brownsville to be dedicated unconditionally to her children is to project 

a chaste identity. In fact, Horowitz (1983) further claims that motherhood is much more 

than the “addition of new attributes to the former identity; others see the individual as a 

different person” (p. 130)—it is a transformative identity in which there is “a collective 

reinterpretation of her essential nature” (p. 131). However, motherhood in and of itself 

does not bind a young woman’s sexuality; she must actively project her new status as 

mother according to the public’s criteria of a “good” mother and woman. In other words, 

she must have her child to show that she gave into her boyfriend’s sexual demand, take 
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an active role in mothering, and not “go out” with different guys. In this sense, abortion is 

disastrous to a young woman’s reputation if it becomes public knowledge. 

What is also interesting about this focus group discussion is that the young 

women differentiated themselves from the young women on the other side of the border, 

“over there,” “el otro lado,” by pointing out that they are “in here” (on this side of the 

border). Not only are the young women constructing their identities as mothers through 

sexuality—namely bounded sexuality—but they are also doing so in terms of nationality. 

Much like the young women in Davalos’ study (1996), who affirm their Mexican sexual 

identities through ethnicity, and the young respondents in García’s (2009) study, who 

differentiate their sexuality from white women’s sexuality through their affirmation as 

Latina women, my young respondents also differentiate their sexuality from the young 

women “over there” (on the other side of the U.S./Mexico border). Thus, they are 

defining their sexual identities as Mexican-American or Chicana women who live in the 

United States. By taking nationality and even region into account (meaning the Deep 

South Texas border; it may be different along the U.S./Mexico border), they stigmatize 

women on the “other” side of the border by summoning a key difference: young women 

on this side keep their babies, while young women on the other side don’t. In this sense, it 

could also be said that the young women are also defining their identities as mothers 

through class markers that are linked to nation. For instance, while my respondents 

pointed out that people in Brownsville struggle economically, they also pointed out that 

young women and their families in Matamoros struggle much more. Vanessa explained 

during the same focus group discussion: 
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In Mexico…Matamoros it’s like everyone’s in poverty. There’s so much poverty 

there, and it’s like any chance that they get, everything that they do revolves 

around money. Because everyone’s just so tired of being poor, they’re gonna do 

whatever it takes to get money.  

 My informants emphasized that more people are in poverty in Matamoros, so they saw 

this as the reason why young women in Matamoros have sex with men for money, and 

consequently choose to abort unwanted pregnancies. Thus, my respondents articulated 

their identities through class, nationality and sexuality.  

In this same focus group discussion, however, my respondents also suggested that 

young women in Matamoros live in greater fear of unintended pregnancy because of 

family judgments about women’s sexuality. They also identified cultural differences in 

terms of the degree of communication between people in the community. According to 

the young women, there is much more gossip and rumors, particularly in regards to the 

sexual behavior of young women. For example: 

Naylea: My mom says, in here, Brownsville; it’s normal. All teens are not virgins 

y todos dicen aquí no hay ninguna virgen (and everyone says that here there are 

no virgins). In Mexico, in Matamoros, they go by what dicen (they say). ¡Como 

mi abuelita allá (like my grandmother over there), dijo que no puedes salir 

embarazada, porque qué va decir la gente (she said that you can’t turn out 

pregnant, because what are the people going to think)! Piensan mucho en qué van 

a decir los compadres, que la madrina de allá, aquel vecino. Piensan mucho en 

eso. So allá por eso he visto mucho más aborto (They think too much about what 
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the godparents are going to say, the godmother from over there, that neighbor. 

They think too much about that. So that is why I see more abortions). Mejor 

abórtalo y así nadie supo nada (It’s best to abort, that way no one knows 

anything). And in here my mom says that, we don’t care about what other people 

say. 

Vanessa: It’s cuz over there, like everyone’s into everyone else’s business. It’s 

like, “pos la hija de la vecina de la esquina, de la que vende tortas, ¿no la viste 

ayer? Ya le está viendo la panza, y sabrá Dios de quién será.” (Well the daughter 

from the neighbor on the corner, the one who sells tortas, you didn’t see her 

yesterday? Her stomach is showing, and God knows who the father is.) 

Not only do the young women recognize that there is a more rigid code of sexual 

behavior for young women, they also realize that there is a stronger network of 

communication and harsher public evaluation of young women’s sexuality in Matamoros 

than in Brownsville. Pregnancy is much more taboo on the Mexican side, so my 

informants understand that young women in Matamoros are much more reluctant to go 

through with an unintended pregnancy. My informants also recognized that there are 

fewer resources for mothering teens, and they informed me that schools in Matamoros 

“kick out” pregnant teens, so education is denied. As the young respondents pointed out 

all these social and cultural factors in Matamoros, they made sense of their experiences 

witnessing more abortions “over there.” In addition, the young women also informed me 

that while there are fewer resources for mothering teens in Matamoros, contraception (i.e. 

the morning after pill) are much more accessible without a doctor’s prescription, and 
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abortions are also more accessible and less expensive.29

MARRIAGE IS NOT THE BEST IDEA 

 Thus, the young women 

identified particular social and cultural forces that they view as informing the sexual 

behavior, attitudes, and decisions of young women in Mexico. Young women from the 

Mexican side become the “other” from the perspective of my informants, especially as 

they make sense of their own sex lives and relationships, and as they become 

introspective with regard to sensitive issues involving pregnancy and abortion. They 

define what they perceive as national differences between adolescent women’s sexuality 

in Brownsville versus Matamoros—their sexual identities, and consequently sexual 

behavior, are deeply informed by nation and its cultural practices and resources. This 

finding confirms the work by García and Davalos to demonstrate that there are multiple 

social categories that converge with sexuality to form the identities, subjectivities, 

behavior, and decisions of young Mexican women. Further, my respondents also 

complicate Zavalla & Castañeda’s notion of Mexicanidad by demonstrating that their 

sexual subjectivities are not only linked to a general conception of being a Mexican 

woman, but to being a Mexican woman on the U.S side of the border.  

Although abortion is out of the question for my participants, marriage is 

contestable. Erikson (1998) claims that “often the girl marries the father of the baby or 

lives with him in a consensual union” (p. 28), but most of the young mothers in my study 

did not marry their boyfriends after they found out they were pregnant, partly because 

most of the participants’ parents advised them not get married or even live with their 

boyfriends. For instance, Lucy said: “[My mother] wants me to continue in school. Like 
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she doesn’t want me to live with my boyfriend because she’s afraid that my boyfriend is 

not gonna let me go to school.” Yet, some of the young mothers did decide to live with 

their boyfriends, but were reluctant to actually marry them. Amber declared that she 

doesn’t believe in marriage: 

I just don’t want to get married. I’ve always thought that I don’t want to get 

married. I tell him, “we don’t need to get married to be considered being together. 

I don’t need a ring, or a paper telling us that we’re married, just as long as you’re 

here for me and the baby.” Cuz why is he going to waste money on a ring? Buy 

something for the baby. 

Since the identity of unwed mothers can be publicly evaluated as sexually bounded 

outside of wedlock, the respondents feel that it is not urgent to marry. In fact, many of the 

young women I spoke to interpret marriage as somewhat of a risk. When I asked Lucy 

whether she wanted to get married, she replied: “Well, we’re just waiting cuz I don’t 

know. It’s weird. I thought maybe…my brother’s like, ‘Wait a few years. What if you get 

married and it doesn’t work out?’” At the time of our interview, Lucy (17-year-old) was 

full of doubts about marriage. She was appreciative of her boyfriend’s financial, 

emotional, and caretaking support, but she was reluctant to formalize their union. Taking 

their families’ advice and acknowledging their own doubts, the respondents recognize 

that marriage can wait; however, financial and caretaking support from a boyfriend is 

important. All the young women in my study made it clear that having a boyfriend to 

help out with the baby is important to them—especially because their parents struggle 

financially and find it difficult to give their daughters and their children everything they 
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need. Because of this, some of the young women are no longer in a relationship with the 

father of their child because he did not offer enough support for the baby, but they did 

manage to find another long-term boyfriend to help with their children’s needs—such is 

the case with Vanessa (17-year-old): 

Vanessa: And my boyfriend works. And he buys the baby bottles, milk, clothes, 

toys, just stuff like that. He’s really, really supportive and he plays the role like, 

“I’m the dad.”  

GR: So the baby’s father is helping him buy things? 

Vanessa: No. 

GR: No, okay, so it’s your current boyfriend? 

Vanessa: Yeah, yeah. My boyfriend right now, just completely took over. 

Vanessa did marry her first boyfriend, the father of her child, but their relationship ended, 

so she eventually found another boyfriend whom she has not married. Given their identity 

as young mothers, most have come to realize that marriage can wait. They would rather 

make sure that the man whom they marry will be reliable and “take responsibility” by 

assuming a fatherly role for their child(ren). Or, as Amber (16-year-old) said, some 

would rather not marry at all because marriage in and of itself is not absolutely necessary 

for economic survival—as long as a beneficial consensual union is reached.  

In any case, they are also aware that they must “do” virginity, now as unwed 

mothers, in order to find a suitable boyfriend. Otherwise they risk the development of a 

reputation as loose women or huilas, and consequently boys and men may not take them 

seriously as potential girlfriends or even wives. Having no boyfriend is challenging for 

the young women because a boyfriend means financial, emotional, and caretaking 
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support for their child (assuming that he has a job, even though he may be in school). 

Most of the young women’s parents try their best to help their daughters with their 

babies, but as working-class people, they constantly struggle financially—especially the 

single mothers who are either on the verge or well into poverty. All of the young women 

I spoke to are currently working on finishing high school, and they also have aspirations 

to pursue higher education. They understand that they need all the help they can get with 

their children, so that they may earn a degree that can secure them a financially stable 

profession. As (single) mothers, they are striving to attain their educational and 

professional goals for the well being and future of their child(ren). Throughout the 

interviews and focus group discussions, they repeatedly emphasized that they are doing 

everything they can for their children (Chantal, 19-year-old): 

Mi vida cambió despuecito que tuve el bebé. El bebé me cambió la vida, o sea, no 

sé como explicarlo pero, since I had this baby, me puse en la bola. O sea dije 

“no”. Tengo que ser alguien ya no por mí, pero el bebé. ¿Como lo voy a 

mantener? Mi mamá no graduó de high school y yo vi a mi mamá batallando; 

cómo ella batalla con los trabajos. Cómo se friega la vida para ganarse un 

dinero pa’ nosotros. Yo no quiero pasar eso con el niño. (My life changed after I 

had my baby. The baby changed my life, like, I don’t know how to explain it. 

Since I had this baby, I got on the ball. Like I said “no.” I have to be someone, if 

not for me, then for my baby. How am I going to support him? My mom did not 

graduate from high school and I saw how she suffered; how she suffered with the 
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jobs. How she sacrifices her life to earn money for us. I don’t want to go through 

that with the boy.) 

Like Chantal, all of the respondents shared that their baby changed their lives. Many of 

the young women recounted that they were not doing well in school academically and 

were attending school infrequently—“skipping school”—prior to becoming pregnant. 

Several even claimed that “if it hadn’t been for [their] baby,” they would not have 

continued school—they “would have dropped out.” Pillow (2004) points out students 

who were previously disengaged from school feel a “new sense of interest and 

commitment to education” as a result of their pregnancy—much like Chantal and the rest 

of the young mothers voiced in my study (p. 119). Hence, pregnancy often presents a 

“unique window of opportunity for schools” like Lincoln Park (Pillow, 2004, p. 119).30

 So how and why does a baby radically change the lives of the young mothers? 

What is it about motherhood that makes young mothers re-evaluate their lives? 

Motherhood is clearly important to my informants. I noticed that the young mothers 

proudly displayed pictures of their babies in the outer plastic covers of their binders and 

enthusiastically told me funny, cute, and even daunting stories of their babies and the 

hardships involved in raising them. Their children were clearly the center of their 

attention, motivation, and identity as mothers. To help explain how and why motherhood 

changes the lives of mothering teens, Kaplan (1997) cites Carol Gilligan, ‘women’s sense 

of integrity appears to be entwined with an ethic of care, so that to see themselves as 

women is to see themselves in a relationship of connection’ (p. 93).

  

31 For the young 

Black mothers in Kaplan’s (1997) study and the mothering teens in my study, their baby 

is definitely a relationship of deep connection and unconditional love. They love their 
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baby and the relationship between mother and child because they understand that as they 

love their child, he or she will love them back (Kaplan, 1997). They realize that the baby 

is their child, so there is a sense of self-fulfillment through deep connection with another 

life—they brought the child to the world, so it is their accomplishment. The mothering 

teens in my study were very proud of their babies, and they would glow as they talked 

about them—even in the midst of telling me about their hardships and the heavy 

responsibilities of parenting.  

 Dietrich (1998) found that some of her young Chicana respondents “perceive 

pregnancy and motherhood as a way to escape their “’little girl’ status”; it is their 

“chance to make decisions independent of their parents” (p. 73). Dietrich goes on to 

explain that for many of the girls in her study, “life begins after pregnancy and the birth 

of their first child” (1998, p. 76); a rite of passage, so to speak, into adulthood. The young 

mothers I worked with also indicated that their baby was a symbol or marker of their 

adult status. For the young women, motherhood provides a sense agency through care-

giving. The act of providing care makes the young woman feel like she has a sense of 

control and agency as she takes initiative to strive for the well-being of another life. For 

instance, Amber shared that she does not like her mother-in-law to handle her baby too 

much (or anyone else for that matter, except her boyfriend) because it is her baby. Many 

of the other young women shared similar feelings about their babies, making it clear that 

they are the mothers and know what is best for their child(ren). Anyone, including family 

members like their own mothers, who challenge their maternal authority upsets them 

because they feel as if their place in the child’s world is threatened. However, they 
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welcome the help from family and friends in providing care for their babies, as long as 

they remain the central figures as mothers in their children’s lives.  

DOING VIRGINITY AS HETERONORMATIVE CONDUCT 

Doing virginity encompasses an array of gendered ideologies, practices, attitudes, 

and beliefs regarding the sexuality of young women in Brownsville. Both the peers and 

parents—namely mothers—are fully aware that virginity until marriage is an unrealistic 

expectation given the permissive sex discourse prevalent within the adolescent sexual 

terrain. Although women are seemingly free to have sex out of wedlock, heterosexual 

norms like the double standard have not changed. Young women continue to be held to 

different sexual standards when compared to men, and young women continue to fear 

being labeled as sluts or huilas. Additionally, only heterosexual love and romance is the 

appropriate venue for young women to engage in sexual intercourse. Hence, the need to 

do virginity is perpetuated through the institution of heterosexuality, where strict gender 

norms, roles, and sets of expectations define what behaviors are suitable for my 

respondents as single women and young mothers. According to the experiences of the 

young women, abiding by these strict limiting guidelines of virginity facilitated their 

engagement with unprotected sex, unintended pregnancy, and the impossibility of 

abortion as an option.  

Moreover, as a result of the prevalent sexual drive discourse and construction of 

virginity, there is a deeply entrenched contradiction within the libertarian sex ethic in 

Brownsville; young women can have sex, yet their sexual agency is limited or even 

absent. A sexual libertarian rhetoric that maybe understood as empowering for young 
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women is actually disempowering. While young women may be actively negotiating this 

limited space of agency and subjectivity, the ways in which they engage in heterosexual 

relationships—the relational interactions within (hetero)couples that are taken for granted 

and normalized—often makes young women unaware of how they participate in their 

own disempowerment. The ways in which young people date and how romantic 

relationships are negotiated masks these interactions as unequal and gendered power 

dynamics. The invisibility of the unequal distribution of power within romantic couples, 

in accordance to gender and constructions of sexuality, renders young women 

unknowingly vulnerable to exploitive sexual arrangements and encounters.  

In the next chapter, I will explore the romantic experiences and sexual encounters 

of my young respondents to problematize common-sense interactions and behaviors of 

young people in romantic relationships. I will explore how the pressure to have sex and 

doing virginity informs the intimate relationships of young people in Brownsville to 

provide leverage for boyfriends to effectively push their girlfriends into having sex with 

them.  
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NOTES
                                                 
27 Chastity and virginity are interconnected and even interchangeable terms in the sense 
that they both emphasize abstinence. However, I am also conceptualizing virginity as an 
ideology prevalent among peer youth. For instance, young people, including my 
respondents, use the term virginity, rather than chastity, to refer to a young woman or 
man’s sexual status or experience with sex. Thus, in this sense, there is a slight difference 
between chastity and virginity, which is why I emphasize virginity, however, the 
overlapping definitions of these terms enables me to utilize Horowitz notion of a ‘chaste 
identity’ to assert the notion of virginity as performance. 
28 Alexa used “maña” to indicate a bad habit or vice; in this case her friend who had 
several abortions as a result of having sex with various men for money. Like Alexa’s use 
of the word, maña is often used to refer to what is deemed as inappropriate sexual 
behavior for women, but is also used to refer to sexual and gender behaviors outside of 
heteronormativity. For instance, rather than acknowledging or taking LGBTQ sexualities 
and non-conforming gender behaviors seriously, it is often dismissed as maña—a bad, 
habit, vice, or even mania. 
29 While my focus of my research is not adolescent women’s sexualities in Mexico, I am 
providing information my respondents provided to elucidate the ways in which young 
women form, understand, and explain their sexual identities and decisions in comparison 
to what they perceive as “other” women’s sexuality and sexual behavior. The young 
women construct their sexual subjectivities not only by what they experience personally, 
but also their encounters witnessing the experiences of, what they perceive as, a different 
group of adolescent women. 
30 Access to education makes a huge difference in the lives of mothering teens. According 
to Dietrich (1998), for the young Chicana women in her study, pregnancy becomes “a 
way of escaping their scholastic failures and their prospects of a dead-end job” (p.77). 
For the young women in my study, Lincoln Park School seems to make a difference in 
their lives, in terms of having greater opportunities for higher education. As opposed to 
seeing pregnancy as way out of scholastic shortcomings, the young women in my study 
experience their pregnancy as a motivating factor to further their education for a more 
promising and stable future.  The young woman referred to Lincoln Park as their second 
chance, an opportunity, and a support network. They understood the atmosphere of 
Lincoln Park School as family-like and understanding.  
31Although this remark essentializes women, I refer to it because women are nonetheless 
socialized, more so than men (across cultural contexts), to develop their sense of self in 
relation to others (especially loved ones). In this sense, the young women in Kaplan’s 
study, as well as my young respondents, develop a much more assertive sense of self as 
mothers because they position themselves as fighting for their child(ren). Their love as 
mothers differs from their love as girlfriends (prior to having their first baby) because 
rather than shaping their identity in terms of their boyfriend’s desire (i.e. performing 
virginity), they develop agency and motivation to fight against the odds for the well being 
of their baby—fulfilling a child’s need is different from fulfilling a boyfriend’s need 
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(according to what my young respondents shared about their lives as young mothers). 
Additionally, prior to giving birth to their first child, most of my young informants 
already felt disenfranchised from school and higher education, but after they became 
mothers, they felt a new sense of status and purpose to pursue a better quality of life. 
Thus, although it is rather essentializing to entwine motherhood with young women’s 
sense of purpose and identity, in the context of already disenfranchised women of color 
from education, the ways in which motherhood re-defines young mothers of color 
presents “spaces of possibility” (Villenas & Moreno, 2001, p. 671) for further 
investigation, even though it is contradictory and problematic under other situations. 
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Chapter 3: “He always put pressure on me”: Love, Boys, and Sexual 

Coercion 

Taking peer pressure and virginity into account, I will situate teen pregnancy 

within the wide spectrum of sexual coercion and violence, given that pregnancy is 

commonly a consequence of unwanted sex. In the following section, I will analyze the 

respondents’ sexual experiences—particularly their first sexual experiences—to explain 

the ways in which peer pressure, the male sexual drive discourse, and doing virginity all 

coalesce to set up the groundwork for various degrees of sexual coercion. I will first 

begin by examining what it means when a young Mexicana says that sex “just 

happened.” 

DOES SEX JUST HAPPEN? 

When I asked the young women why they had sex for the first time, or why they 

think protection was not used, they often shrugged their shoulders, looked away and 

nervously laughed as they typically responded: it “just happened,” or it was just “the 

moment.” However, according to a young Latina participant in a study conducted by 

García (2009), it is ‘easier’ for young women to claim that sex ‘just happened’ rather 

‘than having to explain it’ (p. 601). The respondent goes on to say that ‘all’ young Latina 

women think about sex before first coitus—like who they would like to do it with and 

what it feels like—but most young women are reluctant to admit such curiosity. García 

(2009) points that Latina youth often begin “their accounts of their first sex experiences 
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by stating ‘it just happened,’ but then they go on to recount events and conversations that 

contradict their ‘cover story’” (p. 611).  

Martin (2002) identifies “it just happened” as the girls’ expression of “missing 

agency” (p.151). According to Martin, sex doesn’t “just happen,” but it happens to girls 

by boys (Martin, 2002). Gavey (2004) also claims that sex is an act done to women by 

men, so women either accept or reject men’s sexual advances; she attributes this to the 

male sexual drive discourse, a taken-for-granted “truth” that men have an innate sex 

drive. Hence, a woman’s “actions are premised on the basis of the meeting, or denying 

his sexual pleasure, rather than acting to advance her own” (Gavey, 2005, p. 105).  

There is, however, a deeper and more troubling meaning behind the claim that sex 

“just happened.” Gavey (2005) suggests that sex is more than “just sex”; it is a venue in 

“which dominant discourses of heterosexuality operate to reinforce gendered relations of 

power through which women’s (and men’s) choices and control in heterosex are 

potentially compromised” (p. 9). In other words, although men and women choose to 

have sex, their decisions are based on the gendered ideologies, practices, beliefs, and 

morals of the local patriarchal context. Hence, Gavey (2005) summons Foucault’s notion 

of disciplinary power to emphasize that power, including patriarchal power, is exercised 

most effectively through ‘subtle coercion’ (2004, p. 87)—that is, to incite consent or 

compliance by the individual.  

However, Gavey (2005) also stresses that power relations maintained by 

disciplinary power “[do] not exclude the use of violence” (2004, p. 91). In terms of the 

blended arena of sexual coercion and sexual violence, it is important to take into account 

both subtle and violent forms of sexual coercion to understand Gavey’s notion of the 



 78 
 

cultural scaffolding of rape. Women’s experiences of unwanted sex with men comes in 

different shades of gray—from the more subtle to the most violent (or what most people 

identify as rape).  

Gavey’s conceptualization of the scaffolding of rape is a very useful tool from 

which to make sense of what my respondents were telling me about their sexual 

experiences with their long-term boyfriends. Throughout the interviews and focus group 

sessions, I increasingly became disturbed by what they were telling me about their first 

sexual experiences and the relationships with their boyfriends. I found out that they not 

only had unprotected sex, which consequently led to the onset of early motherhood, but 

they also had unwanted sex.  

Through Gavey’s (2005) insights, I began to piece together a continuum of sexual 

coercion based on my informants’ sexual experiences. This continuum of sexual coercion 

ranges from the most subtle forms to the more coercive, much like Gavey’s conception of 

the cultural scaffolding of rape. Table 1 (see appendix) depicts the continuum of sexual 

coercion in which recurring scenarios that I came across throughout the interviews and 

focus group sessions are arranged according to the degree of violence implicated. Each 

general scenario is accompanied by actual quotes from the young women, to serve as 

examples of how each scenario can unfold.   

I have already partly discussed the first column found in the table, but I will now 

elaborate on the subsequent columns to illuminate how the local peer culture, 

constructions of virginity, and the male sexual drive discourse make it possible for 

boyfriends to coerce their girlfriends into having sex with them. Not only are there 

individual cases of sexual coercion, there is a social phenomenon of collective sexual 
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coercion where peers (both male and female) and boyfriends facilitate the continuum of 

sexual coercion of young women in Brownsville.  

SEX AS PAINFUL 

Although most of the participants expressed sexual curiosity before they had sex 

with their boyfriends for the first time, many also shared that their first experience of 

sexual intercourse was painful: 

I thought it was like, it doesn’t feel cool. I’m like it doesn’t feel good (laughs). 

And my friends are like well of course it’s your first time. It has to hurt. (Norma, 

17-year-old) 

Contrary to popular belief, young women’s experiences of first coitus is not painful 

because of “some biological or natural necessity,” but because they “often have sex when 

they do not physically or emotionally desire it” (Martin, 2002, p. 155). Because girls 

masturbate later and less frequent than boys, there is a lack of sexual subjectivity and 

experiential knowledge of the body—women who masturbate often have better sex with 

their partners (Martin, 2002). 

Not only did many of the young women experience pain upon first coitus, but 

many also felt nervous, shame, guilt, fear and they often cried as result of their mixed 

emotions: 

Amber: I cried a lot. I regretted it, but not really because it was the dad of my 

baby, but I still regret it. I wish I would have done it later. 

GR: Why did you cry? 

Amber: I don’t know cuz I didn’t have it no more. I was crying like really bad. 
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Amber laughed nervously as she told me about her first sexual experience. As 

Table 1 shows, Amber went on to tell me that not only was she crying about her loss of 

virginity, but she was also frightened about what her boyfriend would think about her. 

Although she had been in a steady relationship with her boyfriend, which made it okay 

for her to have sex out of wedlock, she worried about her virginity. Amber specifically 

referred to her boyfriend’s perception of her sexual identity as the primary concern, but 

some also expressed concern about the public perception of their identities. Tolman 

(1994) suggests that even within the confines of a relationship, a young woman may be 

vulnerable to having her reputation damaged if her boyfriend decides to tell other boys 

(who may tell girls) about their sexual activity.  

Some of the young women had boyfriends who were about the same age as they 

were when they first started having sex, while some had older boyfriends that were closer 

to graduating high school or well into their twenties. For those who had boyfriends their 

same age, the form of sexual coercion that I detected from their experiences mostly 

concerned pressure from peers to have sex. For instance, later during our conversation, 

Amber shared her thoughts about virginity: “I don’t think it’s bad to be a virgin like some 

people pick on.” The sexual permissive discourse prevalent among her peers shaped 

Amber’s understanding of virginity as something “bad,” even though she resists the idea. 

However, Amber is also aware of doing virginity, so as she undergoes the pressure to 

have sex, she realizes it must be done under certain regulations set forth by peers. These 

contradictory messages found within peer culture created tension and confusion for 

Amber, which manifested in tears when she decided to have sex for the first time. In the 
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midst of mixed emotions, pressure, and sexual curiosity, she told a conflicted story of her 

first time having sex.   

Although they seemingly agreed or chose to have sex with their boyfriends, the 

negative emotions they felt when they first had sexual intercourse constitutes a lack of 

desire and a certain degree of coercion. For Amber and several of the young women, the 

degree of sexual coercion they felt is very subtle and indirect. None of them 

acknowledged peer pressure, yet their narratives—full of contradictions—indicate 

otherwise. 

FEARS OF BOYFRIEND’S REACTIONS 

Adolescent men and women come to have sex by following two different paths in 

which girls are pressured into having sex, and boys do the pressuring (Martin, 2002; 

Gavey 2005). According to Table 1, there are a variety of ways that some of the 

informants were coerced and pressured specifically by their boyfriends to have sex. As 

discussed earlier, in order for young women of Mexican origin to do virginity, they must 

give into their boyfriends’ sexual desires or demands to demonstrate that their sexual act 

is bounded by love. Otherwise, she risks being perceived by her boyfriend as “huila” or 

even disloyal, as Vanessa’s testimony reveals in Table 1. Vanessa’s experiences also 

reveal that young women’s fear of their boyfriends telling other young women and men 

about their sexual activity can become more severe if she refuses to have sex with him. 

As depicted in Table 1, Vanessa had the unfortunate event of her boyfriend ruining her 

reputation as “blackmail” for her refusing sex with him. Peers’ public perception of 
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young women’s sexual identities provides leverage for some boyfriends to effectively 

coerce their girlfriends to have sex with them. 

Hence, many of my informants feared being perceived by their boyfriends of not 

loving them if they refused to have sex, so some of the girls eventually agreed to have sex 

in order to prove that they loved their boyfriends and were serious about the relationship. 

Gavey (2005) also explains that, “Such instances of women deciding to have sex with a 

man because he appears so “needy” or “pathetic,” or because she wants to give him 

something, or take care of him, or not hurt his feelings, can be seen to arise out a 

discourse of male sexual needs and a discourse of femininity…" (Gavey, 2005, pp.151 

and 152). 

However, there is also an underlying discourse of romance in this form of sexual 

coercion so that, even though sex for most adolescent women is not about passion and 

lust, it is about “ideal love” and “fear of losing one’s love, if one refuses sex” (Martin, 

2002, p. 154). Thus, there is also a discourse of romance in which girls are urged to see 

their monogamous relationship as lasting forever (Leahy, 1994). In addition, drawing 

from a common phrase used in Christian wedding ceremonies, ‘to have and to hold’, the 

have/hold discourse is a kind of transaction where “women give (up) sex in exchange for 

love, commitment, and relationships. Men, on the other hand give (up) sexual freedom in 

return for a woman to look after him, sexually as well as in other ways” (Gavey, 2005, p. 

105). The have/hold and male sexual discourses work together to construct gender-

differentiated ways of subscribing to cultural norms of heterosexuality and 

relationships—or heteronormativity. For instance, Gavey (2005) talks about her 

participant’s story regarding her first sexual experiences with a boyfriend she only saw 
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beneficial for status among her peers during high school. She would have sex with him as 

a means to ensure their relationship, so she gave him sex while he granted her status. 

Similarly, Vanessa describes the act of having sex with a boy in a higher grade level at 

school—must be a steady boyfriend—as “another notch on my belt” to indicate that sex 

with an older boyfriend brings respect and status from peers. According to Gavey (2005), 

this illustrates how the have-hold discourse and the male sexual drive discourse work 

together to construct situations where young women engage in sex not because they 

desire it, but because they feel compelled to trade it as a commodity.  

EXTREME FORMS OF SEXUAL COERCION 

The two most extreme columns of sexual coercion in Table 1 involve two young 

participants whose boyfriends at the time were much older. Martin (2002) notes that the 

age of the boyfriend or sexual partner plays a huge factor in how young women’s sexual 

experience will play out. Not all boys know or seem to realize that they are pressuring 

girls to have sex, but older boys and men “clearly know” when and how they are 

pressuring girls. Such was the case with Vanessa and Alexa; their older boyfriends 

initially tried many forms of subtle sexual coercion, but eventually they resorted to more 

extreme and violent forms of sexual coercion. In Vanessa’s case shown in Figure 1, her 

boyfriend decided to physically force her into having sex by clenching her throat and 

threatening her life. He resorted to a more extreme and obvious form of sexual coercion 

that Vanessa did not expect, even though he conducted more subtle forms of sexual 

coercion in the past. It was not until her physical well being and life was threatened that 

Vanessa recognized that she was being forced into sex. As a result, she decided to end the 
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relationship; however, her decision produced serious repercussions. As mentioned before, 

her boyfriend consequently decided to shatter her reputation among her school peers. In 

order to escape the public scandal, she decided to leave Brownsville until gossiping 

subsided. Like Vanessa, most people will not recognize sexual coercion unless it is 

overtly violent, yet subtle forms of sexual coercion can lead to more violent forms like 

rape. 

Table 1 also includes Alexa’s unfortunate experience with her much older 

boyfriend. In a focus group discussion, Alexa shared that her boyfriend tried different 

tactics to convince or coerce her into having sex with him, but none worked. He too ran 

out of patience, so he finally used a more extreme form of sexual coercion. He decided to 

put a date rape drug into her alcoholic drink during a gathering with his friends; however 

Alexa (17-year-old) does not call what happened to her as rape as the following dialogue 

from a focus group session shows: 

Alexa: So I ended up having sex, but he was always like, how can I tell you, he 

was always put pressure on me. 

Yasmin: Dude he practically raped you. 

Vanessa: Yeah. 

Alexa: Well he didn’t, cuz I didn’t know…I did it by myself, cuz he was like no, 

no, no. 

Yasmin: How old were you?    

Alexa: I was like fifteen. 

Vanessa: That was, that’s rape. 

Yasmin: And how old was he? 
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Alexa: Twenty-two. 

Yasmin: Exactly. That’s rape. 

Alexa: (laughs) No. 

Vanessa: No it is! 

Yasmin: Yeah cuz you didn’t want to. 

Vanessa: You didn’t want to. 

Yasmin: Exactly! 

Martin (2002) explains that for a girl to acknowledge that she was sexually coerced is to 

admit her lack of agency, which makes her feel bad. However, if she says that she wanted 

to have sex she may be labeled as a slut. Hence, girls resort to the story of “it just 

happened” (Martin, 2002). Whether young women say yes or no to sex, there are serious 

consequences for each decision, so the pros and cons of whether or not to have sex must 

be carefully weighed. As the young women navigate such a limited and dangerous 

adolescent sexual terrain (meaning peer culture, dating, and committed relationships) to 

practice the little agency they have, they are continuously at risk of some level of sexual 

coercion due to societal norms that govern women’s sexual behaviors, attitudes, and 

practices.  

A DIRE NEED TO DISMANTLE HETEROSEXUAL NORMS 

Each case of sexual coercion does not exist in a vacuum, but instead, is part of a 

social fabric in which heterosexual norms govern both women and men’s sexual 

behavior, attitudes, and practices. In this social fabric, multiple actors, including 
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adolescent women themselves, maintain the heteronormative and patriarchal social order 

that renders young women vulnerable to sexual coercion. 

As Vanessa’s case shows, only overt and violent cases of sexual coercion tend to 

be taken seriously because any other form falls into shades of grey where most young 

women (and men) would not even consider it as sexual coercion. This is problematic 

because it demonstrates how taken-for-granted norms and behaviors of heterosexuality 

operate as a cultural scaffolding of rape (Gavey, 2005). Although discrete and less overt 

forms of sexual coercion take place more often, overt forms of sexual coercion and rape 

are usually taken more seriously. Yet, it is the subtle shades of grey, everyday 

heterosexual interactions that facilitate increasingly serious and violent forms of sexual 

violence. No matter how subtle a scenario of sexual coercion maybe, it is critical to take 

every case seriously. This enables the problematizing of heterosexual norms (i.e. doing 

virginity) that make it difficult for women to say yes or no to sex and mean it—without 

the fear of gendered repercussions—thus, enhancing the sexual subjectivity and agency 

of young women. Such an accomplishment would give license for adolescent women to 

embrace their identities as sexual beings and become sexually responsible actors in their 

own right, thereby minimizing the risky sexual behaviors that often lead to unintended 

pregnancies. 
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Chapter 4: “Everyone is just really clueless”: Sex Education in Schools 

and the Disconnect with the Surrounding Community 

Sex education at school is key to the need for educating and supporting young 

women to become responsible sexual actors. In this final chapter, I will provide a brief 

background to the national and local debate about sex education in schools. I will then 

discuss what the young women told me about their experiences learning (and in most 

cases not learning) about sex at school, and suggest that schools work collaboratively 

with the community to assist parents with educating their daughters (and sons) about sex. 

Additionally, I will also suggest that the sex education curricula do more than offer 

comprehensive sex education—it should become a space for critical learning, dialogue, 

and questioning of taken-for-granted assumptions of how men and women are expected 

to interact in romantic relationships and (hetero)sex. Students should be given the 

opportunity to critically examine heterosexuality as an institution in order to: (1) foster 

opportunities to change socio-cultural ideologies, practices, and discourses that facilitate 

sexual coercion, and (2) open up the educational space for learning about gender-

nonconforming and LGBTQ identities and ways of doing sexuality and romance, thereby 

de-centering heteronormativity and problematizing oppressive, yet normalized, ways of 

doing (hetero)sexuality (i.e. doing virginity and girl watching). 
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TEENAGERS ARE TALKING ABOUT SEX IN THE MIDST OF THE “ANTI-SEX RHETORIC” 

AMONG ADULTS IN SCHOOLS 

Ya cuando entré a high school, era como diferente. Como que ya es espinita de 

que todos hablan eso [sex], todos, ¡y todos los chavos quieren contigo! (When I 

entered high school, it was different. It was like a thorn that everyone talks about 

it [sex], everyone, and all the guys want it with you [have sex]!) (Chantal, 19-

year-old) 

Fine and McClelland (2006) recognize that “young people spend 30 percent of the day in 

classrooms; they are one of the most important places for talk, learning, and building 

skills” (p. 327). School hallways, lunch rooms, bathrooms, and other areas in and around, 

before and after school, are sites and spaces of informal talk and learning about sex. 

Chantal gives the analogy of a thorn to illustrate the magnitude of ongoing peer pressure, 

sex talk, and boys’ sexual aggression at school—specifically high school. Although 

school is the primary site of sex talk among peers and the accompanying pressure to have 

sex, the young women recounted that they did not learn exactly how to practice safe-

sex—like how to use a condom, and exactly how one becomes pregnant in simple, 

grounded language that young women can understand. 

With this in mind, before I further discuss what the young women shared 

regarding sex education at school, I want to first give a brief background of the national 

and local policies and debates regarding sex education, and the subsequent local 

implementation of adolescent sex education curricula in Brownsville secondary schools. 
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NATIONAL FUNDING OF AOUM AND LOCAL DEBATES REGARDING SEX EDUCATION 

IN SCHOOLS   

Sex education is presently grouped into two broad camps: comprehensive sex 

education and abstinence only until marriage (AOUM), otherwise called abstinence-only 

(García, 2009). Abstinence-only emphasizes abstinence as the only method 100% 

effective to prevent pregnancy and STDs, and argues that sex out-of-wedlock is 

extremely harmful to the individual, the individual’s parents, and the rest of society. It 

does not, however, teach about contraception and abortion. STDs are referenced, 

contextualized in light of the failure rate of contraception. While comprehensive sex 

education also promotes abstinence, it also teaches about contraception, STDs, and 

abortion.  

According The Brownsville Herald, the local debate about teaching 

comprehensive sex education versus abstinence-only in Brownsville schools intensified 

in the mid-1990s when federal funding for abstinence-only programs increased. In 1981, 

the passage of the Adolescent Family Life Act under the Reagan administration “marked 

the first federal law expressly funding for [AOUM] sex education” (Fine and 

McClelland, 2006, p. 305). However, in the mid-1990’s AOUM education gained further 

support from the Bush Administration (García, 2009) with the passage of the Personal 

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act (Fine and McClelland, 2006). As a result of 

this act, a welfare reform law—Title V of the Social Security Act—was approved, from 

which the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services allocated $50 million annually 

in federal funds to the states for AOUM. Over one billion dollars have been spent through 

federally sponsored programs since 1982, when “funding was first earmarked for AOUM 
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education” (Fine and McClelland, 2006). All the while, no federal funds were made 

available for comprehensive sex education (García, 2009). 

In response to the availability of federal funds, the Brownsville Independent 

School District (BISD) applied for the Title V Abstinence Grant in 1999, but it was not 

approved by the Texas Department of Health (TDH) (Benavidez, 2001). The TDH 

pointed out the district’s sex education curriculum as a factor that led to their rejection. In 

order to qualify for the grant, the district had to change the abstinence-based objectives of 

their current curriculum to abstinence-only objectives. Although there was a significant 

push for abstinence-only sex education in schools, both camps of the heated sex 

education debate for Brownsville schools arrived at a compromise: the Family-Life 

Human Sexuality health curriculum, which promotes abstinence in the midst of educating 

students about contraception and sexually transmitted diseases. However, according to a 

newspaper article in 2001, the school district was planning to re-apply for the grant, 

refueling the ongoing debate over what to teach students regarding sex (Benavidez, 

2001). 

Currently, BISD’s health curriculum is infused with a human sexuality curricular 

component that is abstinence-based. Students in middle school are required to take health 

in the eighth grade, but for high school students, the year they take health varies. At the 

time of the interviews and focus groups, the participants had taken health in middle 

school, but only some had taken health in their home school (the high school they 

attended prior to Lincoln Park School). The experiences the young women shared 

regarding what they learned in a formal classroom setting about sex come from the time 

they were in health class. They reveal that although an abstinence-based, not an 
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abstinence-only, sex education curriculum was adopted by the school district, they 

learned little to no grounded and useful information about the practical side of sex, 

contraception, STDs, women’s and men’s bodies, or how pregnancy occurs. Some said 

that they learned nothing at all. 

AN ABSTINENCE-BASED SEX EDUCATION CURRICULUM IN PRACTICE 

When I asked the young women what they learned about sex in a formal 

classroom setting, it struck me that many did not have much to say about how they were 

taught about sex or what they learned. Some responded, “I can’t remember,” or that they 

didn’t take health class even though they are required to in middle school. It seemed that 

the human sexuality component in health class did not have a significant impact on some 

of the informants—especially those who only took it in middle school before they 

became pregnant. Lucy was able to remember her experience in health class in the 8th

According to The Brownsville Herald (Benavidez, 2001; Vantress, 1996), health 

teachers have expressed confusion and fear about how much to teach about sex, what 

resources are appropriate for use, and how far can they can go answering students’ 

questions.  This is because of the local debate over abstinence-only versus comprehensive 

 

grade when she recounted: “[The teacher] just gave us work and let us do it by ourselves. 

She never talked in class.” Lucy’s account helps explain why some of the other girls 

could not even recall their experience learning about sex in class; it seems that the human 

sexuality curricular component may not be emphasized by some teachers, or it was 

glossed over. Hence, students do not pay particular attention to what they are learning, 

and as a result learned very little.  
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sex education, as well as Brownsville parents’ attitudes towards sex education in school. 

Some of the young women said that they sensed that their teachers may have been 

uncomfortable teaching about the topic of sex. In fact, most sensed that adults 

(specifically teachers and administrators) at school had a general fear over talking about 

sex in school with students.  

Although many participants could not tell me much about what they learned about 

sex in the classroom and how it was taught, they were quite vocal about why they think 

they didn’t learn much. Vanessa expressed her understanding and opinion of what should 

be done: 

…it’s just like really close minded, they need to be able to go into detail, but I 

guess it’s just cuz …oh its sex, it’s real hush, hush. You don’t talk about it with 

anyone. They just need a program…and explain everything...They need to build a 

structure where people actually know what’s going on. 

While many recognized that sex is a “real hush, hush” topic in school among adults with 

students, they were also aware of a negative undertone in adults’ perceptions of students’ 

sexual behavior and attitudes. Some explained that some of their teachers and other adults 

in school would simply tell them not to have sex: 

Naylea: Like in school they teach you, but they don’t go like into details… 

 GR: mm. So they don’t go in details? So, what do they say?  

 Vanessa: It’s just like don’t, like say no to drugs,  

 Yasmin: They just say don’t have sex! 

 Vanessa: It’s like say no to sex… 
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 Yasmin: because you get pregnant and die! (laughs) 

 Group: (laughter, joking) 

When I asked the young women to think about what they wish they would have learned 

in school from their teachers about sex, some responded that they would have liked more 

detailed information: 

…what are the many resources we have to protect ourselves? Like the condoms; 

how to use them. The pills…whatever there is! The girls need to know more 

information about them. Like what to use and how to use them. (Alexa, 17-year-

old) 

Norma (17-year-old) in particular responded immediately with frustration and precision 

about what she needed to know: 

That guys would come inside! And if they did that, then you were going to 

become pregnant.  Cuz that’s like something that I didn’t know! Not until I got 

pregnant. 

Norma completely missed out on the human sexuality segment of her eighth grade health 

class. Norma explained that it was towards the end of the school year and she was too 

busy to stay in health class, so she would ask her teacher for permission to leave class and 

work on extra-curricular projects like the end-of-the-year talent show.  Because she was a 

top honors student, Norma’s teacher did not deem it necessary for her to learn about sex, 

so she would allow Norma to leave. During the interview, Norma felt deep regret for 

missing out on sex education in health class, yet at the same time she recognized that 

perhaps the topic is not “taken seriously” in school, so some students can get out of 
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class—especially those whom teachers may deem as “model students,” and therefore, do 

not need to learn such material.  

Like Norma and many of the informants, Chantal confessed she (and her 

boyfriend at the time) didn’t know how she became pregnant: “[me and my boyfriend] 

didn’t even know what got me pregnant, or anything like that. We were so surprised like 

you know, what happened?” Clearly, there is a lack of detailed information about the 

mechanics of sex, and how a girl becomes pregnant. The young women also explained 

that they and their peers had many misconceptions about what constitutes as safe sex: 

They don’t tell you like how to use the condom or all of that. And you have 

people like okay, “well I don’t have a condom, oh let me put a plastic bag on.” 

Like, “hold on let me wrap it in saran wrap.” Everyone is just really clueless. And 

if you don’t you know how to use it; people don’t want to spend six or seven 

dollars on a box of condoms. They’re like, “oh just pull out.” (Vanessa, 17-year-

old) 

The major consequence that Vanessa and the rest of the informants identified is 

that they, along with their peers, had been clueless about sex. Yet, as discussed in the 

previous chapters, the peer pressure to have sex is prevalent within schools, but students 

in Brownsville schools are not gaining the basic knowledge they need regarding sex. As a 

result major misconceptions of what constitutes safe sex are conveyed alongside peer 

pressure to have sexual intercourse. 
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PARENTS AND THE SURROUNDING COMMUNITY NEED HELP 

As mentioned earlier, the respondents suggested that their teachers may have been 

uncomfortable with teaching and talking about sex to their students. Similarly, The 

Brownsville Herald also indicated that (Benavidez, 2001; Vantress, 1996) teachers fear 

what parents may think or say about their sons and daughters learning about sex. Not 

only are teachers concerned about parents, but school administrators have expressed 

similar thoughts. For instance, Mary Jo Monfils—BISD Area Superintendent—claimed 

the following in a meeting with the Brownsville Health Advisory Council (Vantress, 

1996): “Some parents have said they want an ‘abstinence only’ curriculum that would 

exclude information on contraception.” 

While some parents have seemingly expressed disagreement with a sex education 

curriculum that includes information about contraception, and may be uncomfortable 

with the idea that schools are teaching students about sex in general, most parents, like 

the mothers of the young women in my study, readily welcome help from schools in 

educating their daughters and sons about sex. In a local study conducted by Planned 

Parenthood in 1993-94, 1,797 area residents were queried.  According to this study, “90 

percent of the respondents wanted sex education to be taught in area schools, and 76 

percent wanted to include information about birth control” (Vantress, 1996). This 

indicates that parents in the local communities of Brownsville want and need help from 

schools to educate their children about sex. For instance, as discussed in chapter 1, the 

participants’ mothers were open and communicative with their daughters about sex in the 

forms of ‘consejos.’ However, as part of their ‘consejos,’ mothers would urge their 

daughters to use protection if they were to have sex, yet they did not explain exactly how 
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protection works or how to use it. While many mothers were intent on educating their 

daughters as much as they could about sex, many may not have been formally educated 

about sex themselves. As Lucy said about her mother, “When she was young, she never 

had anyone to talk to.” Lucy also acknowledged that since no one ever talked to her 

mother, she may have felt uncomfortable with going into too much detail. As Kathryn 

Hearn—community services director of Planned Parenthood Association of Hidalgo 

County—said, “Some parents are uncomfortable talking about the subject, while others 

don’t have enough information to answer questions…” (Pierson, 2003). 

Based on parents’ awareness of sex until marriage as unrealistic, as well as the 

parental “culture of sexual fear” as discussed in chapter 1, many Brownsville parents 

recognize the need for their children to be well-informed and educated about their sexual 

health. And since many parents have not been formally educated themselves, they 

welcome all the help they can get. As one of the mothers said when Hurtado presented 

her findings to a group of parents of Mexican origin in Chicago, “Pues usted y otros 

profesores son muy educados, ayúdenos a hablar con nuestros hijos. Nosotros estamos 

dispuestas” (You and other professors are very well educated on these matters, help us 

talk to our children. We are at your disposal) (Hurtado & Sinha, 2005, p. 37).   

The young women in my study also recognized that their parents struggle to 

support their families; they work long hours, and sometimes multiple jobs. It is difficult 

for many to find the time to educate their children themselves about sexual matters, so 

some parents search for help or count on schools to educate their children. Ruben 

Cavazos, a parent from McAllen (another town of the Rio Grande Valley), explained in 

an article in The Brownsville Herald (Pierson, 2003): 
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Parents don’t always make time to talk about sex with their children unless there 

is an emergency…I believe with most people, you deal with what falls in your lap 

and at the end of the day, you run out of time…We have so many families just 

struggling to make a living, struggling to keep their kids in clothes, especially 

down here in our area…I don’t think they get around to that part of parenting [sex 

education], so I believe the school should step in. 

 It is critical that administrators and teachers of BISD schools recognize the needs 

of their communities. While there are parents who disagree with any school curricula 

beyond abstinence-only, most parents want, and even expect, their children to be 

educated about safe sex in schools. In addition, before health teachers can proceed with 

the human sexuality component of their lesson, students must turn in signed parental 

letters. The parental letter gives a list of objectives that will be taught in class, so if 

parents disagree with the content of the lesson, they do not have to sign, and their son or 

daughter will be out of the human sexuality lesson. The opinions of parents who wish to 

remove their son or daughter from a course component they disagree with should not 

outweigh the need of all other parents who want their children to learn about protected 

sex. Nor should teacher’s preoccupation with this group of parents inhibit the quality of 

sex education students receive in school. 

ADDRESSING COMMUNITY NEEDS 

Given the testimonies of the young women, it is clear that detailed and grounded 

comprehensive sex education is lacking in Brownsville schools. The lack of sex 

education is deeply alarming as adolescent women face continuous peer pressure in 
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school to engage in sexual discourse. Many of the respondents stressed that there needs to 

be a more open and more informative conversation in class about the realities and 

practicalities regarding sex and sexuality. In addition, many parents recognize that a lack 

of knowledge and awareness about healthy romantic relationships and safe sex places 

their children at risk for unintended pregnancy, STDs, and sexual violence—especially 

daughters—thereby jeopardizing their future life opportunities. Thus, the majority of 

Brownsville parents need assistance from schools in their endeavor to provide their 

daughters (and sons) with all the knowledge and information necessary to lead more 

promising lives. Unfortunately, however, the school district’s preoccupation with the 

abstinence-only vs. comprehensive sex education debate impedes the development of 

thorough and quality sex education grounded in the needs of Brownsville communities.  

With this said, I will now turn to some pertinent literature concerning the 

importance of going beyond comprehensive sex education. It is imperative that young 

people receive the information they need regarding contraception, abortion, STDs, and so 

on, but a gender neutral comprehensive sex education curriculum that does not recognize 

the sexual desire and pleasure of young women is not enough. In light of the literature 

and my findings, I will now elaborate on the need for a more ambitious sex education 

curriculum that takes larger socio-cultural constructions of adolescent sexuality into 

account, thus addressing the core of what compels a large portion of young women to 

engage in unprotected sex in Brownsville. 
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A MORE EFFECTIVE SEX EDUCATION CURRICULUM FOR YOUNG MEXICANAS 

As discussed earlier, most of the participants’ mothers consistently offered their 

daughters access to contraception; however, none of them followed up on their mother’s 

offer. As I argued, there are two possible reasons the participants did not approach their 

mothers as a resource for contraception: (1) they did not want to risk public knowledge of 

their initiative to use contraception for fear of losing their virgin-like image, and (2) the 

underlying male sexual drive discourse within mother-daughter communication impaired 

the young women’s comfort in informing their mothers about their own sex lives and 

need for contraception. On the one hand, peer pressure compels young women to have 

sex without contraception, while on the other hand, mothers caution their daughters about 

the dangers of sex due to male desire and push for the use of contraception. Although 

young women receive two different and contradictory messages about sex from peers and 

mothers, the underlying discourse is the same: both exclude the discourse of female 

desire (Fine, 1992).  

The messages conveyed by peers and mothers insist “on defining female 

adolescent sexuality only in terms of disease, victimization, and morality” and in the 

process avoid “girls’ own sexual feelings of sexual desire and pleasure” (Tolman, 2002, 

p. 14). According to Fine (1992), the same occurs in schools where young women are 

educated as potential victims of male sexual desire, and inadvertently “trained through 

and into positions of passivity and victimization” (p. 48), thereby educating young 

women away from “positions of sexual self-interest” (p. 48). Fine further claims that 

young women who lack a sense of sexual and social entitlement undervalue themselves, 
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hold traditional values of self-sacrifice and passivity (i.e. doing virginity), and are more 

likely to unexpectedly become pregnant and keep their baby. 

While comprehensive sex education is critical in providing young women with 

useful and practical information about STDs, abortion, and safe sex, the information 

should not be delivered through a sexual rhetoric of young women’s victimization and 

morality, such information will not empower adolescent women. The sexual desire and 

pleasure of young women must be acknowledged in classroom conversations. Fine 

(1992) stresses “if we resituate the adolescent woman in a rich and empowering 

educational context,” she develops a sense of self that is not only sexual, but “intellectual, 

social, and economic” (p.48). Additionally, sex education curricula must also foster open 

dialogue regarding romantic relationships, intimacy, and sexual encounters. Discussions 

over what makes a relationship healthy and how sexual encounters can be negotiated are 

critical in dismantling taken-for-granted, yet harmful, assumptions of what constitutes 

normal sexual and romantic behaviors in heterosexual relationships. In short, there must 

be opportunities for young women to engage critically with these topics, otherwise, they 

will not feel entitled to practice what they have learned about safe sex. 

For instance, in sex-education classes indentified as “fairly progressive” (p. 53), 

Dietrich noticed that only male students took active interest in studying the different 

forms of birth control that were being passed around in class.  Dietrich commented: 

“Watching a diaphragm being quickly passed from one girl to the next, I was reminded of 

the child’s game of hot potato. The girls could not get rid of the diaphragm fast enough” 

(p. 54). When Dietrich questioned the girls about what she witnessed, the girls pointed 

out that they don’t want to ask or even seem remotely interested in birth control because 
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they don’t want boys to think that they want to have sex. Another Chicana girl explained, 

“Girls don’t ask about that stuff [birth control] because it’s the guy that’s supposed to 

know about that” (Dietrich, 1998, p. 54). The act of obtaining and learning about birth 

control threatens a Chicana adolescent’s reputation by being labeled as a ‘ho.  The last 

thing they want is to be accused of being sexually promiscuous and have rumors spread 

about them by their peers. 

Without a deliberate recognition of young women’s sexual desire and the critique 

of larger socio-cultural constructions of adolescent sexuality in sex education curricula, 

the attempt of schools to educate young women will be severely undermined. And even if 

women do learn about safe sex, many would not practice it if the school curriculum does 

not acknowledge social and gendered barriers to the development of young women’s 

entitlement in taking control of their own sexual lives. 

WHERE DO YOUNG MEXICANOS FIT IN? 

Tolman et al. (2003) recognize that young women’s sexual desire and pleasure is 

critical in the development of a model for adolescent sexual health. So they took on the 

task of constructing a gender-centered model of adolescent sexual health for girls to point 

out the ways in which girls’ sexual health is specifically affected or harmed. Tolman et 

al. (2003) construct their model of sexual health for girls based on feminist research on 

young women’s sexual experiences and a “web of theories” partly informed by social 

constructionist perspectives. What is especially striking about the work of Tolman, et al. 

(2003) is that they decide to construct a different gender-centered model of adolescent 

health for boys; however, their endeavor proved to be quite challenging and full of 
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surprises. Rather than coming up with a sexual model for boys that paralleled that of 

young women, they found many overlaps between the two, as well as differences. 

Tolman et al. (2003) turned to Rich’s (1983) theory of compulsory heterosexuality to 

understand and explain what they were encountering.  

As discussed earlier, the “master narrative” of how young women and men come 

to have sex for the first time is composed of gendered paths, in which a different set of 

expectations for girls’ and boys’ sexual behavior and attitudes is scripted by ideologies of 

ideal femininity and masculinity. Tolman et al. (2003) call this “the heterosexual script” 

(p. 10), and they used this notion in addition to compulsory heterosexuality to elucidate 

that heterosexuality as an institution does not merely control girls and women, but rather 

controls them at the expense of boys’ and men’s control. Given their cited literature of 

masculinities, Tolman et al. (2003) found that “men and boys encounter discourses and 

pressures to behave as acceptable heterosexual males that are comparable and 

complementary to the discourses and pressures encountered by women and girls” (p. 10). 

Before I further explain the findings of Tolman et al. (2003), I want to first point 

out that masculinities and men’s sex lives have been largely understudied and even 

ignored. However, in terms of men of color, specifically men of Mexican origin, there 

has been a “long-standing interest” (Baca Zinn, p. 29, 1982) in masculinity—particularly 

in terms of machismo (Gutmann, 1996; Baca Zinn, 1982; Mirande 1977; Mirande 1979). 

Baca Zinn (1982) argues that the dominant social science characterization of Chicano 

men is rooted in the proposition that “their distinctive cultural heritage has created a rigid 

cult of masculinity” (p. 29). Psychoanalysts and behavioral scientists believe that 

machismo is a pathological force or malady within the Chicano/Mexicano culture that 
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creates a sex role imbalance between men and women within communities and families 

of Mexican origin (Mirande 1977; Mirande 1979).  Due to social and economic 

powerlessness, the macho is emasculated by his white male counterpart, so they take out 

their frustration through alcohol, drugs, sexual promiscuity, and violence to prove their 

manhood (Baca Zinn, 1982). Hence, much literature has ossified machismo as rigid 

cultural reality for men of Mexican origin—a stereotype that is not only prominent 

among scholars, but also in popular culture. As a response to the racist history behind the 

term machismo, Gutmann (1996) disrupts the image of the unitary monolithic Mexican 

man by highlighting that “what it means to be macho—whether the macho is considered 

brutish, gallant, or cowardly—changes over time for various sectors of Mexican society” 

(p. 3). Obviously, a more nuanced and updated analysis of Mexican and Chicano men’s 

sex lives and masculinities is needed. Interestingly, in response to the HIV/AIDS’ impact 

on Latino communities, most research on men of Mexican origin and their sex lives has 

largely concentrated on gay men and their relationships (González-López & Vidal-Ortiz, 

2008). In terms of adolescent sexualities, more research on the sex lives of young men of 

Mexican origin is especially needed.  

In chapter one, I argued that the young men display sexual aggression and 

objectify their female peers as a performance not only for girls, but also for their male 

peers as a means to bond with one another and affirm their own masculinity. Young men 

fear being identified as “gay” by their peers, so they participate in social practices that 

situate young women as objects of desire to demonstrate their (hetero)sexual, masculine 

aggression and desire. Thus, Tolman et al. (2003) situate “the constant pressure to deflect 

evidence of homosexuality and to display signs of conventional masculinity as central 
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tenets to compulsory heterosexuality as it applies to men” (p.10). Further, homophobia 

“is at the heart of their felt need to act in coercive ways towards young girls to prove their 

masculinity to other boys” (Tolman et al., 2003, p. 10); this opens the door to sexual 

coercion. Hence, this “behavior on part of the boys, and girls’ fear of it [my emphasis], 

makes it hard for girls to become embodied sexual beings” (Tolman et al. 2003, p. 10). 

As a result, Tolman et al. (2003) point out the need to create an integrated gender-

centered model for sexual health that shows the “gender complementarity” of male and 

female sexuality to demonstrate how the institution of heterosexuality is reproduced. 

What this means for sex education curricula is that not only does the sexual desire 

and pleasure of young women need to be taken into account, but constructions of male 

desire must be critiqued and analyzed in classroom discussions. While girls feel pressure 

to do virginity, boys feel pressure to abide by notions of masculinity by demonstrating 

sexual aggression. For instance, Amber noted that, “Guys pick on guys that are 

virgins…they just want to be cool in front of their friends.” The pressure for young men 

to engage in aggressive sexual behavior facilitates situations of sexual coercion among 

young women and their boyfriends. Thus, it is important for young women to learn how 

to negotiate heterosexual relationships in terms of intimacy and romance. Additionally, 

discussion over constructions of masculinity must be integrated into current sex 

education in order to interrupt dangerous (yet normalized) power dynamics within 

heterosexual relationships. While the focus of this paper is the experience of young 

Mexicanas, the implied experience of young men in the informants’ narratives further 

explains what facilitated their unexpected pregnancies, and what needs to be done to 

enhance the sexual subjectivity and responsibility of young women in Brownsville. 
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One must also take into account gendered expectations of male sexual behavior 

that compel young men to engage in risky sexual behaviors. Some of the informants 

recognized the kind of pressure boys go through, and as a result, thought that their male 

peers are also in great need of sex education and guidance. For instance, through his 

ethnographic work in Mexico City, Gutmann (1996) contends that while mothers may 

report that they commonly talk to their daughters about menstruation and the ability to 

become pregnant upon menarche, few mothers and fathers talk with their sons about 

these issues. Thus, if there is a lack of knowledge regarding sex among all youth, 

however uninformed girls may be, “it seems probable that boys know even less and have 

fewer adults with whom they can discuss their concerns regarding their bodies and 

reproduction” (Gutmann, p. 114, 1996). This further emphasizes the need for more 

scholarly attention to the sex lives of adolescent men of Mexican origin—particularly in 

the United States. 
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Conclusion 

 The central question of this thesis was: why do so many young adolescent women 

in Brownsville become pregnant? That is, what are the socio-cultural factors that 

facilitate the high teen birth rate in Brownsville, Texas? However, I also aimed to 

understand how young women in Brownsville come to have sex. What are the gendered 

ways by which young Mexicanas move from a pre-sexual to a fully sexualized identity? 

 In the first chapter, I laid out the groundwork for my study by emphasizing that 

sex talk is prevalent both at home with mothers, and at school and other social venues 

among peers and close friends. I used the concept of the sex permissive discourse 

(Gavey, 2005) to demonstrate that, contrary to the culture of sexual silence mentioned so 

frequently in the literature, the young women’s peers and mothers are quite vocal about 

sex—it is part of everyday interaction and social situations. In fact, the mothers of the 

young women recurrently reminded their daughters to come to them for contraception. 

Furthermore, among peers, not only is it acceptable for young women in Brownsville to 

have sex out of wedlock, but it is actually expected that they will—yet they are still held 

up to the double standard (Gavey, 2005). Women must navigate confining and damaging 

labels regarding their sexuality like “slut,” “prude,” or “huila,” whereas young men do 

not. The mothers of the young women are aware of the dangers surrounding sex—namely 

teen pregnancy and STDs—so their ‘consejos’ are also underscored by the male sex drive 

discourse from which mothers teach their daughters to safeguard themselves from male 

lust and bear sexual moral responsibility. As a result of the mothers’ underlining tone of 

fear in their ‘consejos’ to their daughters, the young respondents were reluctant to talk to 
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their mothers and use them as a resource for access to contraception. This confirms the 

findings of González-López regarding the culture of sexual fear. Mothers in Brownsville 

fear for the safety, well-being, and future of their daughters, so as sexual dangers are 

emphasized, female desire is ignored. The male sexual drive discourse is also prevalent 

among peers, particularly male peers, in terms of cat-calling and common sexual 

advances that young women tend to take for granted. Although they are disturbed by their 

male peers’ behavior, it is taken as the norm, yet this behavior sets up clear gender paths 

in which adolescent boys and girls become men and women. As Quinn (2002) and Martin 

(2002) claim, relations between men and women, as well as men and men, reaffirm 

notions of masculinity and femininity for adolescents—paving the way for a gendered 

narrative that solidifies young men’s sexual agency, but compromises that of young 

women. 

 In chapter two, I further elaborate the affects of peer pressure on the sex lives (and 

public lives) of young women in Brownsville, by invoking virginity as a performance. 

Although young women in Brownsville commonly have sex out of wedlock, there is an 

ongoing performance of virginity that young women are compelled to enact in order to 

keep up a chaste identity. Although it is acceptable, and even expected, for young women 

to have sex before marriage among peers, there is nonetheless an appropriate way for 

young women to have sex: (1) they must be in a committed long-term relationship, and 

(2) they must give into male desire. If young women take the imitative to acquire 

protection, this is perceived as sexually “unbounded” (Horowitz, 1983). Peers evaluate 

the sexual behavior and attitudes of young women, and as a consequence, labels like 

“huila” may be applied and reputations may be damaged. My findings confirm Zavella 
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and Castañeda’s (2006) understanding of virginity as a performance, but I extend this 

notion through West and Zimmerman’s (1987) recognition that gender is constantly 

being created through daily interactions, and, in turn, structure interactions and social 

situations—thus people do gender everyday. I apply their notion of doing gender to the 

realm of sexuality to demonstrate that not only are the young women in Brownsville 

performing virginity, but they are essentially doing virginity on a day-to-day basis—

whether privately with a boyfriend, or publicly with friends and peers when they talk 

about sex. Hence, I identify a social phenomenon among young women of doing virginity 

in order to be evaluated by peers as chaste—an ideal expression of femininity. 

In chapter three, I build upon the concepts of peer pressure, doing virginity, and 

the male sexual drive discourse to emphasize a sense of collective social coercion by 

which young women are not only compelled to have unprotected sex, but also unwanted 

sex. When a young woman is in a long-term relationship with her boyfriend, the pressure 

to have sex becomes the greatest. As a result of the public component of young women’s 

(and men’s) sex lives, individual relationships become sites of sexual confusion, pain, 

excitement, danger, and faint desire for young women. In the midst of mixed emotions 

and lack of information about the particular mechanics of sex, young women find it 

difficult to claim they want sex (and claim it confidently). As a result, young women 

often have sex they don’t necessarily want. I discuss particular experiences from the 

respondents in which various degrees of sexual coercion took place. For some young 

informants sex just happened, yet their first sexual experience was wrought with guilt, 

shame, and tears. For others with older boyfriends, the sexual vulnerability of the young 

women, via constructions of virginity and femininity, was taken advantage of in order to 
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elicit consent forcefully from the young women. And the most obvious forms of sexual 

coercion included the use of drugs and alcohol as well as life threatening strategies by 

boyfriends. 

 In the cases of sexual coercion I refer to in this chapter, however, the young 

women did not describe their boyfriends as forcing them into having sex. While some 

sexual encounters are explicitly coercive, most were not. What I am mostly interested in 

is how the pressure to have sex came indirectly through the cultural understandings and 

knowledge both individuals shared. My intent is to elucidate the “cultural conditions of 

possibility for unwanted sex” (Gavey, 2005, p. 139). Sexually exploitative arrangements 

are consented to because they are deemed normal, and not immediately as culturally 

deviant. Hence, this raises questions about the notion of consent as a satisfactory standard 

for ethical sexual encounters (Gavey, 2005). Thus, implementing Gavey’s (2005) notion 

of the cultural scaffolding of rape, I situate the individual sexual experiences of the young 

Mexicanas along a continuum of sexual coercion. This continuum exposes taken-for-

granted, everyday, heterosexual interactions that are dismissed as normal, as conducive to 

sexual violence, or constituting sexual violence. Therefore, I critique heterosexuality as a 

social institution through the sexual experiences of my young respondents. I emphasize 

that no situation of sexual coercion, no matter how subtle or “normal” it may seem, 

should be taken lightly; every case of sexual coercion should be exposed, questioned, and 

critically examined.  

 In chapter four, I not only argue that there is a lack of comprehensive sex 

education in Brownsville schools, but that discussion of the social and cultural 

component regarding sex are completely absent. Despite an intense sex education 
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curricular debate, young women and men are “clueless” about sex. Brownsville youth 

understands that talking about sex is taboo for teachers and school administrators, yet 

adolescents are talking about sex all the time informally in school hallways, cafeterias, 

and the classroom. However, misconceptions and misinformation, as well as peer 

pressure to have sex, is the brunt of this sex talk. This confirms the finding of much 

literature which emphasizes the lack of information regarding sex at schools (Fine, 1992; 

Fine & McClelland; García, 2009; Tolman et al., 2003). In light of the results of chapters 

1-3, the larger socio-cultural landscape in which the sexual subjectivities of young 

women and men are situated must be taken into account by educators and policy makers. 

Fine and McClelland (2006) proclaim: 

…we cannot abandon schools—the place where all children and youth are 

required to attend, and attend together; the place where intellectual, political, and 

personal possibilities are inspired; where democracy, inquiry, and human rights 

are supposed to be fundamental [my emphasis]. (p. 327) 

With the current local and national debate about comprehensive sex-education vs. 

abstinence-only education, constructions of adolescent sexuality have been 

oversimplified and do not address what actual young people need to know, question, and 

change. The real experiences, stories, fears, pressures, joy, and desires of young people 

should be central in developing a sex education curriculum that is grounded and relevant 

to current youth. Fields (2007) has also found that sex education instruction in the 

classroom is too technical and objective, so that the sexuality-related experiences and 

understandings of youth are not taken into account. Yet, students are not merely empty 
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vessels who know nothing about sexuality when they step onto campus grounds; they 

come in with understandings, misconceptions, ideologies, and practices that they learned 

from their specific homes, communities, and the larger socio-cultural context. These 

ideas and prior knowledge regarding sex is a critical basis from which to construct a 

localized and relevant sex education curriculum; one that will capture the interest of 

young people, and produce learning experiences that are more than simply informative, 

but life altering for the student, the teacher, school officials, and the rest of the 

community.  

Fine and McClelland (2006) call on the framework of “thick desire” to emphasize 

a kind of critical sexuality studies in which “sexuality for all people, regardless of age or 

gender, within a larger context of social and interpersonal structures enable a person to 

engage in the political act of wanting,” and “position a young person as feeling entitled to 

that which comes in the future” (p. 325). In essence, Fine and McClelland (2006) broaden 

desire to not only encompass the sexual, but also the economic, political, educational, 

health-minded, and racial in order to develop healthy sexual subjectivities and speak 

publicly about sexual justice. For instance, in terms of the racial, García (2009) contends 

that Latinas are receiving sex (mis)education in Chicago school classrooms through 

racialized and heterogendered lessons that inhibit or misconstrue pertinent information, 

thereby reinforcing existing socio-cultural inequalities. Hence, sex education in schools 

must become politicized sites of learning, questioning, and critical discussion where 

students go beyond the passive role of docile bodies sitting in desks but become active 

agents of their learning experiences.  
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Fine (1992) articulates that “whether in the classroom, on the street, at work, or at 

home, the adolescent female’s [and male’s to a certain extent] sexuality is negotiated by, 

for, and despite” (p. 39) the young woman and man themselves. Rather than having their 

sexual learning experiences negotiated and decided by others, young people must have 

the educational space to voice their particular needs, concerns, fears, hope, and dreams to 

reconstruct and re-imagine constructions of gendered sexualities that control and 

minimize their own sexual identities and lives. Thus, I have set up a trajectory of what 

could be done to address the larger socio-cultural forces that impede young women from 

practicing safe sex and ultimately lead to the high pregnancy rate that many educators 

and members of the community have recognized as a “social problem” in Brownsville 

(and the rest of the Rio Grande Valley).   

LIMITATIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

The findings in this qualitative study are not generalizable to the experiences of 

young Latina women in other U.S. regions—even along the borderlands. However, 

aspects of the young women’s experiences do echo the experiences of the young Mexican 

women participants in the work of Chicana/Mexicana feminist scholars like Aída 

Hurtado and Lorena García. For instance, the sexual subjectivities and identities of the 

young women in my study were greatly informed through their relationships with their 

mothers much like the respondents in Hurtado’s (2003) study. Additionally, García’s 

(2009) respondents also had much in common with my informants in terms of romantic 

heterosexual relationships being the key venue for them to negotiate their sexual 

behavior. However, there are areas of departure. Unlike the mothers of Hurtado’s 
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respondents, the mothers of my informants were vocal about sex and contraception with 

their daughters. And in comparison to García’s research participants, my respondents did 

not differentiate themselves from young white women, but rather, differentiated their 

sexual behavior from young women on the other side of the border.  

Thus, the goal of the interviews and focus group discussions was to understand 

the particular complexities and nuances of the young mothering teens’ sexual, romantic, 

and relational experiences with peers and family; to acquire a deeper understanding of 

how gender and sexuality among adolescents (particularly for young women) in 

Brownsville is constructed and why. In doing so, my purpose was not only to uncover the 

social and cultural conditions which facilitate unprotected sex, but also unwanted sex. 

Dominant discourses of heterosexuality make up a large part of such socio-cultural 

conditions, which are prevalent throughout the rest of U.S. society. Thus, my informants’ 

experiences may help explain or point out how these discourses operate in the lives of 

Latina and non-Latina girls in other local contexts, and in turn, how they negotiate these 

discourses and the social interactions, practices, and behaviors such discourses foster.  

Still, there is ample room for further research concerning Latina and Latino 

adolescent sexualities, given that both the amount and scope of current research is 

limited. Although the particular focus of my paper was to investigate the sexual 

subjectivities of young women; I have also briefly included an analysis of what the 

respondents told me about their male counterparts, especially their boyfriends. In 

response to what I learned about young men in Brownsville through the voices of the 

young women, I have stressed the importance of constructing a gender-centered sex 

education curriculum that not only takes in to account the experiences of young women, 
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but also of young men (Tolman et al., 2003). However, as I mentioned in chapter four, 

further qualitative studies on the experiences of young Mexican/Chicano men are needed 

to better understand the nuances and complexities of their performance and adherence to 

compulsory heterosexuality that my respondents’ narratives may have missed.  

The stories and experiences of mothers and fathers educating their daughters and 

sons about sexuality is also very critical, especially because most literature claims that 

there is poor parent-child communication about sex among Latino families, particularly 

those of Mexican origin. My data suggests the opposite of what many researchers have 

identified as a culture of sexual silence in families of Mexican origin. The mothers were 

quite vocal in giving consejos to their daughters about the risks of unprotected sexual 

intercourse. However, the data also reflects that fathers were not as communicative with 

their daughters about sex. Given the results of her qualitative research, González-López 

(2004) used her theory of regional patriarchies to explain that Mexican immigrant fathers 

who came to the United States from urban areas in Mexico tended to be much more open 

and progressive in talking to their daughters about sex, whereas fathers from rural areas 

tended to be more conservative. In either case, many of the fathers in her study did talk to 

their daughters about sex, whereas the fathers in my study didn’t—and most fathers of 

the young women are natives of Brownsville. Hence, further qualitative research 

regarding how fathers of Mexican origin—along the borderlands and other regions of the 

United States—talk to their daughters about sex is strongly needed.  

In addition, the young women in this study are mothering teens who, for the most 

part, currently have boyfriends. Hence, the experiences discussed are limited to those of 

heterosexual identities. Given the reality that there have been few studies on the 
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particular constructions of Latina adolescent sexualities, there is even less research on 

LGBTQ and gender-nonconforming Latina and Latino youth. Current abstinence-only 

and even comprehensive sex education curricula revolve around sex after marriage as the 

most appropriate venue for sexual expression. As a result, sexuality-related lessons in 

class marginalize the experiences and presence of LGBTQ and gender-nonconforming 

students. Little is also known about the parent-child communication among this 

marginalized population of students. More studies geared towards LGBTQ and gender-

nonconforming youth is needed to not only understand their particular experiences, but 

also further dismantle the tentacles of heterosexuality and find alternatives for young 

people to express their sexuality beyond the constricting grasp of heteronormative 

control. 
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Appendix 

 

Table 1 - Continuum of sexual coercion of young Mexicanas: Degree of coercion within 
the context of a long-term monogamous relationship
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Table 2 - Study Participants 

 

  
 

Age 

 
Age upon 
Childbirth 

 
Year in 

High School 

 
Martial 
Status 

 
Relationship 

Status 
      
Alexa 17 17 Junior Single N/A 

Amber 16 15 Sophomore Cohabiting* In a relationship* 

Chantal 19 18 Senior Married* Single 

Erika 17 16 Junior Single In a relationship* 

Girasol 19 18 Senior Single In a relationship 

Lucy 17 15, 17* Senior Single In a relationship* 

Monica 15 15 Sophomore Single In a relationship* 

Naylea 16 14 Freshmen N/A N/A 

Norma 17 15 Junior Single Single 

Vanessa 17 16 Junior Married* In a relationship 

Yasmin 16 15 Sophomore Single Single 

Age upon Childbirth Codes: 
15, 17*  -  First child, second child 

Martial Status Codes: 
Married* - Divorced/Separated 
Cohabiting* - Living with boyfriend’s parents 

Relationship Status Codes: 
In a relationship* - With child’s father  
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